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Helderberg Trail, Berne; and the Guilderland Public Library, 2228 Western Ave. Guilderland, NY.

The online version of the Final Master Plan and FEIS is available at the following publically accessible web
site: http://www.nysparks.state.ny.us/inside-our-agency/master-plans.aspx

Agency Contacts:
Alane Ball Chinian Pamela Otis, Director
Regional Director Environmental Management Bureau
Saratoga-Capital District Region NYS OPRHP
NYS OPRHP 625 Broadway, 2nd Floor
19 Roosevelt Drive Albany, NY 12238
Saratoga Springs NY 12866
Phone (518) 584-2000 (518) 474-0409
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Abbreviations Used

BCA Bird Conservation Area

DEC New York State Department of Environmental Conservation
DOT New York State Department of Transportation

EAWPP Emergency Action Written Preparedness Plan

EMB Environmental Management Bureau of OPRHP

FEIS Final Environmental Impact Statement

IBS National Audubon designated Important Bird Area

Nature Center Emma Treadwell Thacher Nature Center

NCC Northeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc.

NHA Natural Heritage Area

NHP New York Natural Heritage Program

NWI National Wetlands Inventory

NYS New York State

OPRHP New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation
SEQR State Environmental Quality Review Act

SHPO State Historic Preservation Office

Thacher SP  John Boyd Thacher State Park

TLSP Thompson’s Lake State Park

Conventions Used

Park Names: The master plan calls for merging John Boyd Thacher and Thompson’s Lake State
Parks and managing them under one name — John Boyd Thacher State Park. The campground at
Thompson’s Lake will now be known as the Thompson’s Lake Campground at John Boyd Thacher
State Park.
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Executive Summary

Location and Access
John Boyd Thacher State Park and the campground are located on the Helderberg escarpment on NY
157. Portions of the park lie in the towns of Berne, Guilderland, New Scotland and Knox.

The Emma Treadwell Nature Center is located close to the campground at the northern end of
Thompson’s Lake on Nature Center Way (formerly Stan Levine Drive) off of Ketcham Road in the
Town of Knox.

Economic Contribution

For the Saratoga-Capital District park region (which includes Thacher State Park) estimated annual
economic output and business sales figures are $249 million and 2,929 jobs created. State
expenditures in the Saratoga-Capital District park region during fiscal year 2008-9 were $47.6
million (this number includes the central administrative activities that are located in Albany) for
operating expenses and $11 million for capital expenditures. Visitor expenditures for the region in
the 2007-8 season (last season this information is available) were estimated to be between $56.1 and
$115.5 million.

Recreational Needs Assessment

The master plan identifies Albany and Schenectady counties as the service area of the park. In this
service area recreational needs that equal or exceed the State average are swimming, biking, golfing,
walking for pleasure, equestrian activities, camping, hiking, boating, fishing, x-country skiing,
downhill skiing and snowmobiling.

Park Boundaries
The boundaries of the park and the campground are depicted in Figure 1.

Adjacent Land Uses

The surrounding land uses are predominated by agriculture, vacant and suburban rural residential
classifications. (Figure 2)

Legal Considerations

There are two rights-of-way for private landowners, one easement for a land foundation, park water
and sewer lines on private properties and restrictions from the NYS Department of Transportation on
doing work around Route 157 through the park.

Programs and Partnerships
Most of John Boyd Thacher State Park has been designated as a Bird Conservation Area (BCA).
(Figure 3)

Physical Resources

Geology and Topography

Geology is perhaps the most significant factor that lead to the establishment of John Boyd Thacher
State Park. The prominent cliff of the Helderberg Escarpment that runs through the park and to the
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south attracted the public, geologists, and paleontologists for a century before Emma Treadwell
Thacher donated lands to the State of New York, a legacy of her husband’s effort to preserve the
cliffs from development. (Ver Straeten, 2012) (Figures 4 and 5)

The escarpment is also the most significant topographic feature of Thacher Park, averaging 100 feet
in height the cliffs dominate the parks’ and the area’s landscape. Fracturing of the bedrock exists on
the escarpment.(Figure 6)

Soils

The soils at John Boyd Thacher State Park are mainly made up of those derived from the limestone,
sandstone, shale and siltstone of the parent glacial till material. In these soils, depth to bedrock
ranges between 0 to 20 inches with common exposed bedrock outcrops. Descriptions of the soils and
their limitations for certain kinds of development are detailed in Appendix C.

Water, Watersheds and Wetlands

The park is in several sub-watersheds of the Mid-Hudson watershed. Many types of water resources
ranging from lakes to wetlands exist within the park. The most significant water resource is the 128
acre Thompson’s Lake, which has a classification of “A” meaning it is suitable for use as drinking
water, and has a standard of (T) indicating that it supports a trout population as determined by the
NYS DEC. There is also a small pond within Thacher Park and several streams that pass through the
park. Several wetland complexes are also located within the park. They are not large enough to be
mapped as New York State DEC regulated wetlands; however they are mapped as federally
regulated wetlands under the National Wetlands Inventory (NWI) program. (Figure 7)

Natural Resources

The park is located on the Helderberg Escarpment, a geologic feature that defines the northern limit
of the Appalachian Plateau. The escarpment is world renown for diversity and abundance of fossils
from the Devonian age, a period spanning roughly between 419 and 359 million years ago. The
limestone bedrock gives rise to karst landscape features including caves and crevices, sink holes,
springs, and cliffs. These features add significantly to the biodiversity of the park, which contains 21
distinctive ecological community types, as documented in the New York Natural Heritage Program
report on rare species and ecological communities. (Evans and Weldy, 2000 and 2000a) The high
elevation of the parks (1000’ to over 1500”) and cooler climate creates habitat conditions more
similar to a mountain region than the nearby Hudson valley. Thacher Park is an Audubon Society
designated Important Bird Area, and as a New York State Bird Conservation Area.

For detailed lists of Flora and Fauna see Appendix D.

Cultural Resources

The area of the park has a long history extending to before Europeans arrived on the continent. The
archaeology of the area near Thompson’s Lake is of interest because of its isolated location above
the escarpment. Prehistoric people camped, fished and made tools as early as 6000 B.C. Some
archaeological testing has confirmed the existence of these sites.

The history of the park is chronicled in maps and various publications that document the existence of
houses and structures that once stood on the property now in the park. Several park trails follow the
alignment of some of the original roadways previously used to access these sites. A one room
schoolhouse in the park was put on the nation register of historic places in 2005.
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Scenic Resources

The main scenic resource of the park is the vista from the top of the Helderberg Escarpment which
can be viewed most prominently from “The Overlook” parking area and the Escarpment Trail. This
magnificent panorama has no parallel in the capital district area. The view takes in the Hudson and
Mohawk Valleys and the Adirondack and Green Mountains. Other scenic vistas and views are
available throughout the park.

Recreational Resources/Activities

Recreation resources at the park are many and varied. These include swimming, boating, camping,
hunting, fishing, picnicking, picnic pavilions, and recreational trails. The trails are open year round
and accommodate hiking, bicycling, snow shoeing, cross-country skiing and/or snowmobiling.

The Emma Treadwell Thacher Nature Center has environmental exhibits and educational programs.
Environmental Education and Interpretation programs occur throughout the park as well as in the
form of interpretive signage on some of the trails.

The park has playgrounds at various locations.

Operations and Maintenance Overview

The park has a written Emergency Action Preparedness Plan, which is posted in all staffed buildings.
The emergency action plan details park staff roles and responsibilities, evacuations and responses to
emergencies. Park Police and other local enforcement respond to emergencies. Ambulance squads
from neighboring towns respond to medical emergencies.

Buildings and infrastructure are maintained by park and regional maintenance crews.

The water supply for Thacher Park is a water treatment plant on Thompson’s Lake. The water
supply for the campground and nature center is a water treatment system (new in 2008) working
from three wells on park property.

Thacher park and the campground use a wastewater treatment plant in the eastern part of the park.
Some facilities are being converted to use septic systems.

Thacher Park is open year-round but certain areas are closed to vehicular traffic from November to
April. The campground is open for camping seasonally from May through Columbus Day. The
Emma Treadwell Thacher Nature Center is open year-round.

Development of Alternatives

This chapter contains an analysis of the alternatives being considered and is divided into three parts -
natural and cultural resource protection, recreational resource development, and operations and
maintenance. The alternatives and preferred alternative for each plan element are described in
narrative form. A complete description of the plan that results from the preferred alternatives is
found in the master plan document.

Natural Resource Protection Strategies

Bird Conservation Area (BCA)
The BCA will be expanded to include all of the park.

Natural Heritage Area (NHA)
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An NHA will be created which includes the Calcareous Cliff Community and lands below the cliffs
to the park boundary.

Recreational Resource Development

Glen Doone Picnic Area

The Glen Doone picnic area will be re-designed with a roof covering the patio, a rehabilitated
concession stand, better views and a second, modern comfort station.

Comfort Stations

Comfort stations at the park will be replaced with either new, modern “micro-stations” or
composting toilets. New septic systems will be installed.

Athletic Fields and Courts

A new full basketball court will be constructed at the north end of the Pear Orchard picnic area
parking lot.

Trails

Several trails will be removed or relocated to more sustainable routes. Some new trails will be
installed which will replace undesignated trails and unsustainable trails. A mountain biking skills
park connected to a system of bike trails will be created. No trails will be designated for equestrian
use. Snowmobiling will have a reduction in trail mileage although designated trails for
snowmobiling will continue to run the length of Thacher SP from north to south with further
exploration for external trail connections. The Salisbury trail connecting the two parts of Thacher SP
will be upgraded as part of the development of a bike path. New trails will be created to give the
public access to the Tory Cave and Hailes Cave areas.

Caves

In order to protect hibernating bat populations, a bat gate will be installed at Hailes Cave. All caves
at the park will be inventoried and mapped through a volunteer agreement with the Northeastern
Cave Conservancy, Inc (NCC). A permit system will be established for public access to certain
caves on guided tours.

The Meadow

The site of the former pool complex in the center of the Horseshoe area will be redeveloped with
new recreation amenities including a challenge course featuring low/high ropes activities, lawn areas
and walkways for strolling, which will better connect parking areas, picnic pavilions, existing trails,
the new bike path and the new visitor center. The area will also be configured to better accommodate
large events to be held at the park.

Camping
A new tent camping loop will be installed north of the current camping loops. Campsites in the “A”
loop will be electrified.

Beach Expansion
The beach at Thompson’s Lake will be expanded to the north.
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Rock Climbing

Rock climbing will become a permitted activity in the park. Climbing, at locations selected by
OPRHP, will be allowed by park-issued permit only.

Operations, Infrastructure and Facilities

Combining the parks

The two parks will be combined into one park called “John Boyd Thacher State Park.” The
campground will be included in the park and will be called “Thompson’s Lake Campground at John
Boyd Thacher State Park.”

Visitor Center

A new visitor center will be constructed at the Indian Ladder Picnic Area that will provide
improvements to visitor orientation, interpretation, amenities and community uses. This facility will
also include a space for exhibits of park geology, provide a meeting space, park offices, indoor event
rental space, restrooms and serve as a warming hut in the winter. The building is designed using
native materials and energy efficient/sustainable mechanical systems and lighting.

Traffic Calming on Route 157

OPRHP will engage in conversations with NYS DOT about cooperative ways of improving
pedestrian safety at crossings in the park.

Parking Lots

The main parking lot at the Meadow will be rehabilitated as will several of the picnic area parking
lots. Some parking lots that are underused will be eliminated. Wherever possible rehabilitation will
include green infrastructure to reduce impacts of stormwater runoft.

Structures in the Park

Several structures in the park which are un-used will be removed. These include the old manager’s
house, the comfort station at upper Paint Mine, the small building at the former pool area and the
barn and horse shed across from the rental property.

Selection of the Preferred Alternative

Identification of the Preferred Alternative

The two alternatives considered are the Status Quo and the Master Plan. The preferred alternative is
the master plan alternative as described in the accompanying document.

Rationale for Selection

The park no longer meets the needs of OPRHP nor the recreational demands of the population within
its service area. A new vision and goals for the park were developed by the Agency to guide this
planning effort and the future development. The Master Plan is the preferred alternative because it
fulfills the vision and goals for the future of the park recreation and management needs while
balancing natural resource protection.
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Environmental Impacts and Mitigation

The master plan for John Boyd Thacher State Park seeks to offer improvements to existing natural
resource protection strategies and recreation development while delivering additional protection of
sensitive natural resources within the park, at the same time providing new and expanded
recreational resources. Planning for new facilities in the park reflects this and the proposed location
of new or expanded facilities avoids sensitive resources to the extent practicable.

The implementation of the master plan will have some negative and positive impacts to natural —
including upland, wetland, and aquatic, scenic, and other resources. All negative impacts will be
mitigated through design and management techniques.
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Chapter 1 — Environmental Setting

Location and Access

John Boyd Thacher State Park (Thacher SP) is located on the Helderberg escarpment on NY 157
approximately 4 miles west of the intersection with NY 85 (New Scotland Road). Portions of the
park lie in the towns of Berne, Guilderland, New Scotland and Knox.

Thompson’s Lake Campground is located on NY 157 in the town of Knox. It is approximately 3.5
miles west of the main part of Thacher SP. A second entrance, serving the Emma Treadwell Thacher
Nature Center (Nature Center) is on Nature Center Way (formerly Stan Levine Drive) off of
Ketcham Road.

All parts of the park are accessible by motor vehicle from NY 157. There are no bus routes that
access the park. Pedestrians and bicyclists also enter the park from the main State roads. Access on
foot is also available from the Long Path, a hiking trail that extends 375 miles from Fort Lee
Historical Park in New Jersey to NYS Route 146 just outside of Thacher SP.

The park is within reasonable driving distance from the Cities of Albany, Schenectady, Troy and
Amsterdam.

Economic Contribution

In March 2009, a study prepared for Parks & Trails New York by the Political Economy Research
Institute (PERI), University of Massachusetts-Amherst, found that the combination of annual state
resident and visitor spending at all New York State Parks supports up to $1.9 billion in economic
output and business sales and up to 20,000 jobs throughout the State. For the Saratoga-Capital
District park region, which includes John Boyd Thacher State Park, the figures are $249 million and
2,929 jobs.

Ecosystems within state parks provide many support services to communities, such as reducing
negative effects of pollution, supporting soils and providing erosion control, protecting water
quality, providing flood and storm protection, and supporting critical ecosystems and wildlife
habitats.

Recreational Needs Assessment

Definition of Facility Service Area. The master plan identifies Albany and Schenectady counties as
the service area of the park. It is common practice in recreation planning to identify a service area
from which the facility draws approximately 75% of its users (Haas et al, 2007). John Boyd Thacher
State Park is a popular regional park which serves the public mainly from Albany and Schenectady
County, including the Cities of Albany and Schenectady.

Determining the Relative Index of Needs. The Relative Index of Needs (RIN) is a method for
comparing the demand for a particular recreation activity in the service area with the statewide
demand for that activity. RIN is expressed with a numerical scale, 10 being the highest relative level
of need and 1 the least. Five is considered the statewide average in the current year (in this case the
most recent numbers available are for 2005). (OPRHP, 2008)

The RIN for each New York State county was determined using a statewide survey. The values for
Albany and Schenectady counties are presented in Table 1. The index of need over the entire service
area was calculated using a weighted average of the two counties based on population. The resulting
figure (also included in Table 1) expresses demand for a particular activity within the service area.
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Only those activities which score a weighted average of five or more are included in the table.
(OPRHP, 2008)

Table 1 Relative Index of Recreational Needs
(Only activities with weighted averages of 5 or greater are listed)

Activity Albany | Schenectady Weighted Average

Boating 7 6 6.66
Hiking 6 6 6
Walking for Pleasure 6 6 6
X-Country Skiing 6 6 6
Biking 6 5 5.68
Camping 6 5 5.68
Equine Activities 6 5 5.68
Fishing 6 5 5.68
Downhill Skiing 5 5 5
Golfing 5 5 5
Snowmobiling 5 5 5
Swimming 5 5 5

Source: 2009-2013 Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (OPRHP, 2008)

Park Boundaries

Most of Thacher SP lies on top of the Helderberg Escarpment in the Towns of Guilderland, New
Scotland, Knox and Berne. A smaller portion of the park lies on the slope below the escarpment in
the Towns of Guilderland and New Scotland.

The campground is approximately 4 miles east of the escarpment in the Town of Knox.

The boundaries are depicted in Figure 1.

Adjacent Land Uses

The surrounding land is predominated by agriculture, vacant and suburban rural residential
classifications. (Figure 2)

Legal Considerations

e Two landowners have access rights-of-way through the northern part of Thacher SP.

e The Patroon Land Foundation has a 20 foot wide easement through a section of Thacher SP
for the purpose of allowing farm equipment to access their land.

e OPRHP maintains an Open Space Conservancy trail easement across Patroon Land
Foundation property for the Salisbury Trail connecting Thacher SP to the campground and
nature center.

e OPRHP water and sewer lines run through several private properties

e There are DOT restrictions from doing work within ten feet of the shoulder of Route 157
running through Thacher SP.

Programs and Partnerships

Most of John Boyd Thacher State Park has been designated as a Bird Conservation Area (BCA).
(Figure 3) There are 171 species of birds that have been identified within the John Boyd Thacher
BCA, of which 102 are confirmed or probable breeders, including several species of special concern.
The forests also support some of the area’s highest densities of breeding songbirds. This BCA also
supported the first recent regional nesting area of common ravens and is now the nucleus for the
population in the area. (DEC, 2004)
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Land and Water Conservation Fund

John Boyd Thacher State Park has received funding through the National Park Service Land and
Water Conservation Fund. Acceptance of this federal funding includes a requirement that these
facilities remain in public outdoor recreational use in perpetuity. Any proposals for uses other than
public outdoor recreation require the prior approval of the National Park Service to lift the use
restriction through a process known as “conversion.” (NPS 2008)

Physical Resources

Geology

Geology is perhaps the most significant factor that contributed to the formation of John Boyd
Thacher State Park. The prominent cliff of the “Helderberg Escarpment” that runs through the park
and to the south attracted the public, geologists and paleontologists for a century before Emma
Treadwell Thacher donated lands to the State of New York as a legacy of her husband’s effort to
preserve the cliffs from development. (Ver Straeten, 2012) (Figures 4 and 5)

John Boyd Thacher State Park is perched atop the Helderberg Escarpment, one of the richer fossil
bearing formations in the eastern United States. The Helderberg Escarpment is the northeastern most
extent of the Helderberg Plateau at its juncture with the Mohawk and Hudson Valleys. This juncture
is, in part, responsible for the dramatic escarpment, which rises over 700 feet from the valley floor,
capped off by 100 feet high sheer cliffs.

The Helderberg Plateau consists predominantly of layers of shale, sandstone, and limestone. The
cliffs of the escarpment stand out in large part due to the more resistant nature of the limestones of
the Manlius and Coeymans Formations that form the bulk of the cliff. Softer, more easily eroded
rocks below these limestones (Schenectady, Indian Ladder, Brayman and Rondout Formations) form
the slopes below the cliff.

Water flowing through the layers of limestone on the plateau has created a karst landscape. This
formation, along with the shallow depth to bedrock, limits development in the area of the park
adjacent to the escarpment.

The broken, fractured character of relatively weak rocks, in combination with a moist temperate
climate, a chiefly north-facing aspect to the cliff (away from direct sun), and high cliffs make the
rock at and near the cliffs at Thacher less stable than many other escarpments. Pre-existing
breakage/fracturing of rocks weakens them; and allows natural weathering processes to act on them
more quickly, allowing for further weakening. Thacher’s “Indian Ladder” cliffs are formed of
limestone, made of the mineral calcite. Calcite has a hardness of 3 on a scale of 1 to 10 (where ten is
the hardest; think diamonds). In contrast, the Shawangunk rocks at Minnewaska are made of quartz,
with a hardness of 7 on a scale of ten. So, Thacher’s rocks are weaker also due to their composition.
Thin rock layers in parts of the Manlius Limestone also add to these issues. (Ver Straeten, 2013)

Topography

The most significant topographic feature of the park is the escarpment. With cliffs averaging 100
feet in height it dominates the park’s and the area’s landscape. While providing the spectacular view
and opportunities for geologic education and interpretation, it also presents a safety concern and a
physical barrier to some development.

Otherwise, the park has a moderate topography of rolling hills typical of the Appalachian plateau.
(Figure 6)
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Soils

The soils at Thacher SP are mainly made up of those derived from the limestone, sandstone, shale
and siltstone of the parent glacial till material. In these soils, depth to bedrock ranges between 0 to
20 inches with rock outcrops common. This shallow bedrock restricts development at the park when
deeper excavations (such as for basements) are needed. (See Appendix C for soil limitations). There
are small areas at the park (mostly in the southern end) where soils have a depth to bedrock of 20-40
inches and, rarely, over 60 inches.

The campground area has more variety in the soils. Depths to bedrock include some areas of greater
than 60 inches.

Drainage characteristics of the soils in the park vary from poorly drained to well drained. A more
detailed description of the soils and their limitations for development can be found in Appendix B.

Water, Watersheds and Wetlands (Figure 7)

Streams. The streams in Thacher SP are classified “C” by the DEC. This classification designates
streams that support fisheries and are considered suitable for non-contact activities such as fishing
and boating.

Lakes and Ponds. The most prominent water feature in the park is Thompson’s Lake. Thompson’s
Lake is a naturally occurring water body with a surface area of 128 acres and a maximum depth of
19 meters. The lake is currently classified by DEC as class A(T) indicating that it is suitable for
primary and secondary contact recreation, fishing and as a source of drinking water. The “T” denotes
the lake as trout waters. State Parks owns a small section of the shoreline of the lake on the
northwest side which includes a swimming beach and cartop boat launch. The beach is monitored
weekly in accordance with the State Sanitary Code and has excellent water quality. There are
approximately 75 residences and seasonal camps along the shoreline of the lake and there is an
active Lake Association. DEC operates a boat launch site on the southern end of the lake (Snow and
Terbush, 2013).

State Parks Water Quality Unit has monitored the Lake and determined that the trophic status of the
lake is between oligotrophic and mesotrophic indicating a low to moderate level of productivity.
Two invasive aquatic plant species: Eurasian water milfoil (Myriophylum spicatum) and curly-
leaved pondweed (Potamogeton crispus) were observed in varying densities in the lake. In addition,
zebra mussels have been found in several locations along the lake shore (Snow and Terbush, 2013)

A small, man-made (earthen dam) eutrophic pond is located in the northern part of Thacher SP and
was assessed by OPRHP staftf in 2012. This pond has been historically inhabited by beaver but
currently no beaver are present, possibly due to potential food source exhaustion. (Cebada Mora,
Snow and Smith, 2012)

Ground Water. Because of the nature of the Karst terrain underlying the park, surface water (runoff
and streams) can penetrate deeply into the bedrock and reach the groundwater.

As an example; there is no surface outflow from Thompson’s Lake. The lake outflow is underground
through a “cave” at the southern end of the lake consisting of cracks in the underlying limestone.
This may provide a direct linkage between Thompson’s Lake and subsurface ground water.

Watersheds. The parks are part of several sub watersheds, all of which are part of the Mid-Hudson
watershed. (Figure 7)

Wetlands. There are no DEC regulated wetlands in either park. Several federally identified wetlands
(NWI) are present. (Figure 7)
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Air Quality

Albany County is within the Capital Region nonattainment area for ozone. Local emissions in the
Albany area are the primary driver for the ozone exceedances. Since winds are predominantly from
the S to SW on the warm days that are conducive to ozone formation, the highest ozone readings are
often seen to the north and east of the core Albany metro area, for example, in The Towns of Grafton
and Stillwater. Exceedances are far less common at the Schenectady monitoring station, which is
normally upstream of most of the Albany metro area during high ozone events. This shows the
strong influence of local emissions on ozone levels. Emissions from the New York City and

Connecticut areas often contribute as well. Albany County is not within a nonattainment area for
particulates. (DEC, 2010)

Climate

The park is located in the humid continental climate zone and has cold, snowy winters, and hot, wet
summers; the area experiences four distinct seasons. Rainfall averages of 38.6 inches per year.
Snowfall is significant, totaling an average of 62.7 inches annually. The area is close enough to the
Atlantic coast to receive heavy snow from Nor'easters and occasionally Alberta clippers. Winters can
be very cold with fluctuating conditions; temperatures often drop below 0°F at night. Summers in
the park can contain stretches of excessive heat and humidity, although less extreme than the
surrounding lowlands, with temperatures above 90°F. Record temperature extremes measured
nearby at the Albany International Airport range from —28°F on January 19, 1971, to greater than
100°F on September 3, 1953. (NOAA, 2011) The higher elevation of the parks causes their
temperatures to be somewhat cooler.

Natural Resources

The Helderberg Escarpment is world renown for diversity and abundance of fossils from the
Devonian age, a period spanning roughly between 419 and 359 million years ago. The limestone
bedrock gives rise to karst landscape features including caves and crevices, sink holes, springs, and
cliffs. These features add significantly to the biodiversity of the park, which contains 21 distinctive
ecological community types, as documented in the New York Natural Heritage Program report on
rare species and ecological communities. (Evans and Weldy, 2000 and 2000a) The high elevation of
the park (1000’ to over 1500’ above sea level) and cooler climate creates habitat conditions more
similar to a mountain region than the nearby Hudson valley. Thacher SP is an Audubon Society
designated Important Bird Area (IBA), and portions of the park are designated as a BCA.

Flora

The flora of the park is greatly influenced by the karst geology. Not only does this create
opportunities for varying ecological conditions, it also affects other site conditions such as soil types,
topography, pH, and permeability which affects the types of plants found. In general, the flora at the
park is typical of those found in the rest of the Helderbergs for the given altitude. An extensive study
of the flora in the area, although not specific to the park, is provided in Appendix E of the
Helderberg Escarpment Planning Guide (Driscoll and Childs, 2002) and is included as an appendix
of this document. (Appendix C)

The southern zone of Thacher SP is largely forested uplands. Hemlock-Northern Hardwood Forest is
the most dominant forest type, followed by Maple-Basswood Mesic Forest, and limited areas of
successional Northern Hardwood Forest. Two small wetlands include Shallow Emergent Swamp and
Shrub Swamp communities. The limestone bedrock provides a shallow albeit rich soil for a wide
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variety of perennial herbs and ferns. Areas of shale bedrock give rise to acidic soils and related
plants such as Pink ladyslipper (Cypripedium acaule) and Hobblebush (Viburnum alnifolium).

The northern zone of Thacher SP consists of young mixed forest, successional old fields and
grasslands. A Northern White Cedar swamp is fed by a spring in the woodland at the campground.
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Rare Plants

Two rare plants, smooth cliff brake (Pellaea glabella ssp glabella) and small mousetail moss
(Myurella julacea) are currently known in Thacher SP and four other species are known historically
from the park area. Smooth cliff brake has a State status of Threatened and small mousetail moss has
an Undetermined State status.

In May of 2012 a site specific survey was conducted by OPRHP and NHP staff to ascertain the
existence of rare plants in a critical area of the park. During this recent survey, the original
population of smooth cliff brake documented in 2000 (Evans and Weldy, 2000 and 2000a), as well
as substantial additional populations, were found. The 2000 study includes management
recommendations for this plant such as placing signage at the appropriate location to educate park
users and explaining the fragile nature of the area to discourage people from inadvertently damaging
the plant or its habitat.

There are only 17 known locations of smooth cliff brake in New York. The unique geology of the
Helderberg Escarpment provides good-quality habitat for this rare plant at Thacher State Park. The
population at Thacher contains over a hundred plants, and there may be more patches of plants
growing on inaccessible parts of the cliffs. Because of their rarity in the State and Region, every
effort should be made to protect the smooth cliff brake population at Thacher State Park. (Smith
2012 and NYNHP 2013)

The campground area was surveyed by NHP in 2000 and was found to contain one historic record of
a rare plant from 1934 that has since been considered extirpated and is no longer tracked by NHP.
(Evans and Weldy, 2000a and Evans, 2004)

Invasive Plants

The most widespread non-native invasive flora species in John Boyd Thacher State Park are
common buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica) and bush honeysuckles (Lonicera spp.). Garlic mustard
(Alliaria petiolata), spotted knapweed (Centaurea maculosa), common reed (Phragmites australis),
purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria) and a number of other non-native invasive plants are also
found in the park.

Curly pondweed (Potamogeton crispus) and Eurasian water-milfoil (Myriophyllum spicatum) are
aquatic invasive species that have been found in Thompson’s Lake.

Fauna

The fauna of this area comprise a diverse mixture of organisms associated with distinct habitats. The
parks lie in an area which has been historically used for farming and still contains considerable
acreage in agriculture. The surrounding forested lands are almost exclusively second or third growth,
having been cleared at some time in the past. Below the escarpment, development of rural and
suburban housing has had another type of influence on the habitat and the faunal mix.

A significant influence on some of the faunal species in the Helderbergs is the cliff face itself. This
vertical element, not found commonly, imposes a topographic and climatic gradation on the
organisms that reside there. This habitat is especially attractive to birds and bats which can reach the
cliff by means of flight.

A man-made influence on faunal mortality is the presence of Route 157 running through the length
of the park. Various large and small animals cross the road to get from one habitat to another
exposing them to motor vehicles. Other, interior park roads are narrower and have lower speed limits
but still present a barrier and a danger to fauna.
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The varied habitats of the park are home to all common mammals of the region, including numerous
small rodent species, muskrat, beaver, mink, fisher, otter, porcupine, striped skunk, coyote, red and
grey fox, raccoon, white-tailed deer, eastern cottontail, bobcat, black bear, and eight species of bats.
The karst landscape provides dens and caves for hibernating bats, bears and other mammals. Vernal
ponds help support 9 species of salamanders and 6 species of frogs.

John Boyd Thacher State Park is an Audubon designated Important Bird Area and parts of the park
are designated BCA, with 171 species documented. Of these 102 are confirmed or probable
breeders. The forests support some of the areas highest densities of breeding songbirds such as
hermit thrush, winter wren, magnolia, black-throated blue, black-throated green, blackburnian,
Canada and worm-eating warblers and Louisiana and northern waterthrushes. Fields along Ketcham
Road are maintained as habitat for grassland birds.

The birds, fish, mammals, amphibians and reptiles that are found in the surrounding areas are
representative of those found in the parks. Lists derived from studies of the records of fauna in the
area, although not specific to the park, are provided in Appendix E of the Helderberg Escarpment
Planning Guide (Driscoll and Childs, 2002). This information is included in this document as
Appendix C.

Rare, Threatened, Endangered and Special Concern Species

The park has been well-known for supporting a population of bats. Two rare bat species have been
documented in the park (Evans and Weldy, 2000, Evans, 2003). However, since the arrival of white-
nose syndrome, large die-offs of bats have been documented at this site and across the region.
Research is ongoing by a number of agencies to determine if there are measures to protect these
populations. (Lundgren, 2012)

Of the salamander species in the park, the Jefferson salamander (Ambystoma jeffersonianum), is a
species of Special Concern. Habitat requirements include vernal ponds for breeding.

Bird species of special concern found in the park are: sharp-shinned hawk (Accipiter striatus),
cooper's hawk (A. cooperi), northern goshawk (A gentilis) and golden-winged warbler (Vermivora
chrysoptera). This park also supported the first recent regional nesting area of common ravens
(Corvus corax) and is now the nucleus for the population in the area (DEC, 2004; McGowan and
Corwin, 2008). This was a breeding record of northern harrier, a state-threatened bird last verified at
a site along Ketcham Road in 2002.

Invasive Fauna

Zebra mussel (Dreissena polymorpha), a non-native invasive bivalve, is found in Thompson’s Lake.
Populations of the mussel are found along the shoreline of the entire lake including the park beach
and car-top boat launch. In addition to being detrimental to the aquatic ecosystem, these mussels
have been known to clog water intake structures and their shells are very sharp and known to cause
deep cuts. This is a potential danger to all who are swimming, wading, fishing, launching water
craft, etc.

Rusty (Orconectes rusticus) and virile (O. virilis) crayfish are invasive crustaceans that have also
been found in Thompson’s Lake.

Ecological Communities

Twenty-one distinct ecological community types (Figures 8 and 9) have been delineated in the park.
This includes roughly 80% percent natural vegetation and 20% in culturally derived communities
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comprised of areas that are developed, mowed, quarried, or cultivated (Lundgren, 2012) These totals
include lands acquired since the 2000 report (Evans and Weldy, 2000.) The natural landscape is
dominated by hemlock-northern hardwood forest with smaller patches of maple-basswood rich
mesic forest, successional northern hardwoods, successional old field and shrub lands, and the
calcareous cliff community. Several small patches of old conifer plantation are succeeding to
northern hardwoods, but are still recognizable as former plantations. A small area of shrub swamp
and red maple-hardwood swamp exists in the southwest part of the campground area and there is a
small hemlock-northern hardwood forest in the central part. Aquatic systems on the property include
several small intermittent streams and a eutrophic pond that was created by beaver activity along a
stream that flows south, towards Thompsons Lake. (Evans, 2004)

Statewide significant ecological communities in Thacher SP are calcareous cliff community,
limestone woodland and maple-basswood rich mesic forest. NHP significant communities are
defined as types that are rare or that represent high quality examples of common community types.

Observations made on several other site visits, as well as on orthoimagery (aerial photos) and new
land cover type maps suggest that there may be additional patches of the natural communities of
statewide significance (Lundgren, 2012). Additional surveys are needed to assess those areas and to
update the significant community maps.

Cultural Resources

Pre-historic

Long before Europeans arrived on the continent, Native Americans were traveling from the western
hills of the Schoharie Valley to the Hudson River Valley by way of footpaths. The tall trees they
felled against the cliff and trimmed for easy climbing were called “Indian Ladders” by the early
settlers, giving rise to the name of the region.

Archeological

The archeology and history of the area around Thompson’s Lake is of special interest because of its
isolated location above the Helderberg escarpment. It was a place where prehistoric people perhaps
as early as 6000 B.C. camped, fished, and repaired tools for brief periods during hunting trips. In
1922 an archeologist with the NYS Museum reported that the site of a small camp on Thompson’s
Lake had been found, and that there was said to have been a cave nearby with Indian relics and a
large carved tablet. Archeological testing for a new water line in the park in 1985 revealed no
evidence of prehistoric occupation. However, in 1999, archeological testing for the proposed Nature
Center at Thompson’s Lake confirmed the existence of a site at the northwest corner of the lake.

Historic

Old farm maps and publications show and document the existence of several houses and structures
that once stood within the current property boundary lines of John Boyd Thacher State Park. There
appears to be evidence of structures and houses that were part of the farms atop the escarpment
including the Glen Doone and Greenhouse areas as well as structures adjacent to Beaver Dam Road
on the south side of the park.

A one room schoolhouse on Ketcham Road was last used as a schoolhouse in the 1930’s. In 2005 it
was put on the national register of historic places and has been undergoing restoration by a group of
dedicated volunteers.
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Scenic Resources

Vistas

The main scenic resource of the parks is the vista from the top of the Helderberg Escarpment. This
magnificent panorama is accessible from several points in Thacher SP. It has no parallel in the
capital district area. The view takes in the Hudson and Mohawk Valleys and the Adirondack and
Green Mountains.

A great deal of attention has also been given to the view of the escarpment from off site. This has
been studied in detail by the Helderberg Escarpment Planning Committee (Driscoll and Childs,
2002). This scenic resource, both as a source of views and an object of interest is important and
should be protected in planning any development of park facilities along the escarpment.

Star Gazing

Because Thacher SP closes at sunset there is no general star gazing program there. Permits have
been issued in the past for groups watching special astronomical events. There are regular star
gazing programs at the Nature Center during the summer.

Recreational Resources/Activities
A map of existing recreation resources in the parks can be found on Figure 10.

Swimming

Thompson’s Lake Beach

John Boyd Thacher State Park offers a small but very popular sandy beach located on Thompson’s
Lake at the campground on the southeast area of the “A Area” camping loop. The swimming area is
small (50 yds wide x 30 yds deep) with a total bather capacity of 344 persons. This swimming area
was originally for use by camping patrons only. However the Thompson’s Lake beach was opened
up to day use by the general public in 1999 after the first indication of the closing of the Thacher
Pool.

Pools

John Boyd Thacher State Park had a popular Olympic size swimming pool which was opened in
1954. 1t was closed in 2007 due to overwhelming maintenance issues and concerns for public safety.

Boating

The park offers the launching of human powered, hand carried craft from the shoreline of
Thompson’s Lake below the Nature Center, north of the beach/swimming area. Rowboats, kayaks
and paddleboats are available to rent from Memorial Day through Labor Day.

There is a public boat launch managed by The New York State Department of Environmental
Conservation near the southern end of the lake, well outside the park boundary. This launch is
suitable for the launching of trailered boats, and accessible from Thompson’s Lake Road. . The DEC
limits the launching of motorboats from this ramp to only those that are less than 15 horsepower.

Day use areas

Picnic Areas
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Thacher SP has picnic tables and grills throughout the southern portion of the park which are
available on a first come — first served basis. Some are located in secluded, wooded areas while
others are located near the escarpment and offer a spectacular view of the Hudson Valley, the
Albany skyline, the Green Mountains and the foothills of the Adirondacks.

Pavilions

Thacher Park offers 9 reserve-able picnic shelters as well as 2 smaller, 20’ x 20’ tents. Pavilion

capacities and amenities are listed in Table 2.

Table 2 Picnic Shelter Fact Sheet

(*Indicates that the facility is shared with other picnickers)

Name Capacity Amenities Utilities Accessible Sports

Hailes Cave 150 Shelter, adjacent grills, Lights and No Ballfield, volleyball court, horseshoe
Shelter picnic tables under the electric pits and swings*

shelter
Horseshoe | S'hel'ter, COIEEETIErE, Shelter and Ballfield, volleyball court, horseshoe

75 picnic tables under the None . LT

Shelter Restroom pits and swings

shelter
Horseshoe I 100 Shelter, adjacent grills, Lights and Shelter and Ballfield, volleyball court, and
Shelter picnic tables under the electric Restroom horseshoe pits*

shelter

Shelter, adjacent grills, .
FEET OTEETE 150 picnic tables under the nghts_ Bl Yes volleyball court and horseshoe pits*
Shelter electric

shelter
Paint Mine 150 Shelter, adjacent grills, Lights and Shelter and Horseshoe pits, swings, and
Shelter picnic tables under the electric Restroom volleyball court*

shelter

. . Ballfield, horseshoe pits, volleyball

Knowles Flat . _— Lights and Restrooms in ’ : pish TS
Shelter 75 Shelter, grills, picnic tables electric picnic area ;(r)g;t and swingsets in the picnic
Glen Doone 75 Shelter, grills, tables, Lights and No Horseshoe pits, volleyball court and
Shelter fireplaces electric swingsets in the picnic area
Yellow Rock 75 Shelter, grills, tables nghtg and No _Horseshog pits and volleyball court
Shelter electric in the picnic area
Greenhouse 75 Shelter, grills, tables Lights and Shelter and Horseshoe pits and volleyball court
Shelter electric Restrooms in the picnic area
Hailes Cave 35.40 20" x 20’ tent No - B_allfleld, vo_IIeytiaII court, horseshoe
Tent pits and swings
Indian Ladder 35-40 20’ x 20’ tent tables and No n/a horseshoe pits and volleyball court
Tent grills with Pear Orchard*

Playgrounds

There are currently three playgrounds at Thacher SP, and a playground near the Thompson’s Lake

beach.

Trails (Figure 12)

The park has approximately 28 miles of designated trails. The southern trails zone has over 13 miles
of trails; 7.5 miles of which are multi-use trail designated for hiking, biking, cross-country skiing,
snowshoeing and/or snowmobiling. Many of these trails are close to picnic areas and other
recreational amenities offered by the park. This area includes the famous Indian Ladder Trail along
the base of the Helderberg Escarpment. This zone also features 2.3 miles of trail along the top of the
escarpment and offers a number of scenic views from various vantage points.
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The northern trails zone of the park is heavily wooded and not in close proximity to picnic areas and
other recreational amenities. This trails zone offers 11 miles of multi-use trails including a couple of
scenic overlooks.

The trail system in the park also includes a 7.5 mile section of the Long Path, a 356 mile trail
beginning at Fort Lee Historical Park in New Jersey and winding north to its terminus just north of
the park. This trail is maintained by dedicated volunteers.

There are over, over three miles of hiking, cross-country skiing and snowshoe trails in the
campground area including the Nature Center. Bicycles and snowmobiles are prohibited on these
trails.

An easement from the Open Space Conservancy allows park staff and the general public to use a
short (.69 miles) trail to move from the campground area to the main park area.

Hunting and Fishing
Hunting, with a state hunting license and a park permit, is allowed in the northern section of the park
at certain times of the year corresponding to DEC hunting seasons.

Fishing, with a state fishing license, is permitted on all waters in the park boundary. Fishing in
Thompson’s Lake is allowed from the shore of the park property and from boats.

Camping

Tent/Trailer sites John Boyd Thacher Campground has 2 camping loops encompassing 140
tent/trailer sites. There are no electric or water hook ups. A sewage pump out station is located at the
beginning of loop A.

Group camps The campground does not have a group camp area. Requests for group camping have
been accommodated if space can be provided without inconveniencing other campers.

Environmental Education and Interpretation

Environmental education and interpretation at the parks is presented through programming, nature
center exhibits, outdoor interpretive signage, and publications.

A diverse array of environmental education and interpretive programs are offered at the Emma
Treadwell Thacher Nature Center and the park throughout the year. Programs serve the local
communities, park patrons, campers, area school groups, various youth and civic organizations and
the general public.

Emma Treadwell Thacher Nature Center. The mission of the Nature Center is to provide a place
for children and their families to learn about and interact with the natural environment, fostering
awareness of their role in protection and conservation for future generations. Each year more than
8,000 visitors come to the Nature Center and are introduced to the wonders of the natural world.
Permanent and seasonal interpretive exhibits and hands-on activities focus on natural history and
conservation topics. Binoculars, microscopes, hand lenses, and touchable collections encourage
exploration. Brochures and informational materials are available, including an interpretive trail
guide. On the grounds, there are labeled native plant gardens and a self-guided interpretive trail.

Outdoor Interpretive Programs The parks offer outdoor interpretive programs that explore their
diverse environments, including the escarpment, a variety of woodlands, vernal pools, old fields,
grasslands, and Thompson’s Lake. Programs are also offered interpreting the rich cultural history of
the park and region. Field trip and outreach programs are available for area school groups year
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round. The Friends of Thacher Park have secured grants to fund buses that allow schools to bring
children on field trips to the Nature Center and Thacher SP. A sampling of offerings throughout the
year include programs on local wildlife, geology, entomology, recycling, birding, astronomy,
amphibians, invasive plants, animal tracking, tree identification and local history.

Interpretive Signage. In addition to programs and Nature Center exhibits, interpretive information
panels are posted in several areas of the parks. A series of signs along the Indian Ladder Trail give
information on the geology, fossils, plants, animals and cultural history of the trail. At the Park
Overlook, visitors will find a brief history of the park and highlights of the natural features, flora and
fauna. An interpretive kiosk at the Carrick Road trailhead and a Bird Conservation Area kiosk also
present interpretive information to visitors.

Operations and Maintenance Overview

Emergency Plans and Services

The park is in Albany County. Portions of the park lie within different townships. Depending on
where in the park a fire may break out, responders will come from any one of a number of local
agencies including New Salem, Berne, Knox and East Berne.

An Emergency Action Written Preparedness Plan (EAWPP) is posted in all staffed buildings within
the parks. A copy is also kept on file with the Regional Safety Officer as well as at the regional Park
Police headquarters. The emergency action plan details park staff roles and responsibilities,
evacuations and responses to emergencies.

The NYS Park Police maintain a sub-station at the campground. The NYS Park Police support park
activities and operations through enforcement of park rules and regulations, vehicle and traffic law
and other criminal and environmental statutes as necessary. The NYS Park Police’s enforcement and
community policing efforts help maintain a good “quality of life”” atmosphere at both State Parks.

In the event of an evacuation, NYS Park Police serve as command, assisted by the Park Manager and
park staff. A combination of police and staff driving to various sites and/or areas of the park will
inform patrons of the need to evacuate.

In addition to the NYS Park Police, Thacher Park Road (Route 157) is often patrolled by New York
State Police and Albany County Sheriffs. The parks rely on the Sheriff’s High Angle Rescue Team
whenever there is an incident at the escarpment. An annual Special Use Permit is issued to the
Sheriff’s Department to conduct training for members of their High Angle Rescue Team.

The Voorheesville Ambulance will respond to a medical emergency at the main part of Thacher SP.
For medical emergencies at the campground, the Helderberg Ambulance Squad will respond. Both
ambulance squads are assisted by Albany County Paramedics.

Infrastructure
Buildings

John Boyd Thacher State Park
Buildings in use and serviced by water and wastewater systems:
e 8 public restrooms

e Park Manager’s residence
e 6 bay block construction and maintenance shop
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e Park office
e Wastewater treatment plant
e Overlook concession stand

Buildings in use but without water or wastewater facilities:

10 bay wood construction storage building (has electric)

2 steel construction cold storage buildings (have electric)

Old wood construction horse barn

Small gas house building with electric panel and gas and diesel tank monitoring system
Concession stand in overlook (individual septic but part of water system)

Buildings no longer used:

Old concession stand in Glen Doone area
Old manager’s residence in Hailes Cave area
Wooden storage shed outside park office
Old restroom in upper Paint Mine area

Filter room from old pool

John Boyd Thacher Campground
Buildings on wastewater system and well water system:

Nature Center

5 campground restrooms

Police substation/park office building

Lifeguard cabin

Water treatment plant (not part of wastewater system)

Buildings not on water and wastewater systems:

e Contact station
e Recycling/storage building near water treatment plant
e 2 bay wood construction garage for equipment and supply storage

Water Supplies

The park has a water treatment plant on the southeast shore of Thompson’s Lake. Surface water is
drawn from the lake and goes through a slow sand filter (6 filter beds). It then goes to a wet well
where it is pumped up to a 250,000 gallon reservoir in the main part of the park. The water is
chlorinated as it leaves the treatment plant. From the reservoir, water is gravity fed to all distribution
points.

The campground and the nature center have their own water treatment system that works off of 3
wells in the vicinity of the Nature Center. This system was new in 2008 and groundwater from the
wells is pumped into a water treatment plant where water is chlorinated and then pumped into three
10,000 gallon water storage tanks. From there, the water is post-chlorinated and pumped to the
campground distribution system.

Waste Water and Sewerage Systems

The park has a wastewater treatment plant with a trickling filter system. The plant is fed by a system
of sewage lift stations. Those stations pump up to a final pump station north of the Hailes Cave area
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and then all wastewater is pumped to the wastewater treatment plant. The system services restrooms
at the park as well as the campground (through a force main), the nature center, the maintenance
facility, manager’s house and the park office. The park is currently in the process of trying to take
pump stations off line and retrofit them with individual septic tanks and leach fields in order to
reduce the amount of pumping needed. To date, one lift station has been taken off line and now a
new septic system services the Greenhouse, Yellow Rocks, and Hop Field restrooms.

Five new restrooms at Thompson’s Lake will utilize low-flow toilets and each restroom will have a
small septic tank designed to catch larger solids that otherwise can bind up the pumps.

Utilities
Phone - Verizon Telephone
Internet - Time Warner Cable Roadrunner at Thacher Park Office, Nature Center and Thompson’s

Lake office, contact station and Park Police substation. Sprint connect card is used for
internet access at the maintenance shop.

Electricity - National Grid. After connection at the southeast entrance to the park, lines run
underground through the park. National Grid lines at the campground bring power to a pole
near the Nature Center parking lot. From there, State Park owned overhead lines feed the
park facilities.

Fuel Oil Storage - 1000 gallon tank behind the Thacher maintenance shop. Two 275 gallon tanks in
the basement of the manager’s house. 500 gallon tank outside of park police substation.

The Nature Center is heated by propane supplied by a 1000gallon tank.

A 1000gallon gasoline tank and a 500 gallon diesel tank are located in the maintenance area
for fueling vehicles. Biodiesel (5%) is used for diesel.

Roads and Bridges

There are 4.7 miles of paved roadway at the park. Route 157 and other state roads are not included in
this figures as they are not owned or maintained by OPRHP.

Dams and Culverts

There are two culverts crossing under roads that bring vehicular traffic into the campground. One
culvert is on the campground entrance road and the other is at the beginning of the road leading into
B Loop. In both cases, the pipe is rusted and no longer channeling water under the roadway in an
effective manner.

Culverts under State Route 157 are the responsibility of DOT and culverts and bridges along the trail
network are repaired as needed by park staff and/or trail volunteers

Maintenance

The maintenance shop is located on Maintenance Lane north of the manager’s residence.
Maintenance personnel maintain the grounds of both parks and the Nature Center. They also
maintain the grounds at Athens Boat Launch Site in Athens and work with Village of Coxsackie to
maintain the grounds at Coxsackie State Boat Launch Site. This includes all mowing, weeding, snow
plowing and hazardous tree monitoring and removal. They also are responsible for all upkeep and
repair of structures, fences, playground and recreational equipment and maintenance and service of
all park equipment.
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Season and Hours of Operation

The park is open year-round but certain areas are closed to traffic from approximately November
through April of each year. Two restrooms, Hop Field and Minelot, remain open and heated in the
winter. The Hop Field, Paint Mine, and Overlook parking lots are maintained and open throughout
the year.

Park hours are from 8:00 AM to sunset daily. From the first weekend in May through Columbus Day
in October, 3 ticket booths (Main Area, Paint Mine and Lagrange Bush) are open on weekends and
holidays from 9 AM to 5 PM.

The park office is open daily from 8 AM to 4:30 PM in the winter and from 8§ AM to 5:30 PM in
spring and summer.

The campground is open for camping from the first Friday in May through Columbus Day. The
campground is also open on a daily basis outside the camping season for hiking, skiing,
snowshoeing and ice fishing. Traffic is open only to the A loop. No restrooms or other facilities are
open at this time.

The Thompson’s Lake beach is open weekends only from Memorial Day weekend through the first
weekend that pools in the region open (usually the third or fourth weekend in June). After that, the
beach is open seven days per week. Beach hours are 10 AM to 6 PM daily.

During the camping season, with a few exceptions, the campground is staffed 24 hours per day, 7
days per week. The contact station is staffed from 7 AM to 10 PM daily during peak camping
season.

The nature center is open year-round six days a week from 9 AM to 5 PM (closed on Mondays)
There is no fee to visit the Nature Center although depending on the program being offered, there
may be a nominal program fee per individual.

Parking Areas

Table 3 Parking Area Details

Location Standard ADA Spaces Condition
Greenhouse 61 2 Excellent
Yellow Rocks 105 2 Excellent
Glen Doone - Upper 66 4 Excellent
Glen Doone - Lower 50 2 Excellent
Overlook - Lower 66 4 Excellent
Overlook - Upper 24 2 Excellent
Park Office 5 1 Fair
Indian Ladder 99 2 Fair
Pear Orchard 190 2 Fair Includes Basket-Ball
Court
Horseshoe | 68 2 Fair
Horseshoe Il - A 43 2 Fair
Horseshoe Il - B 77 2 Fair
Hop Field 52 2 Good
Paint Mine - Lower 45 2 Good
Stone Lot 0 Poor Closed to public
Maintenance 0 Poor Closed to public
Knowles Flat - Upper 54 2 Excellent New in Fall 2012
Lagrange Bush 75 0 Excellent New in Fall 2012
Paint Mine - Upper 0 Poor Closed to public
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Location Standard ADA Spaces Condition
Spaces
Mine Lot 61 0 Poor
Pool 310 Poor
Hailes Cave Tent 31 0 Poor
Hailes Cave 71 0 Poor

Special Events/Permits

Special Use permits are issued for running events, orienteering events, pony rides, commercial tents,
bounce houses, wedding ceremonies, rescue training, and various other unique activities.

The park issues annual Hunting Permits and allows hunting in the Northern Trail zone of the park.
Hunting permits coincide with the hunting season for wildlife management unit 4H with the
exception that spring hunting is not allowed which effectively ends the hunting season on March
31%. An average of about 100 hunting permits are issued annually.

Geocaching is another popular activity in Thacher Park. There are currently 14 permits
encompassing approximately 25 caches.

Solid Waste Management and Recycling Programs

The park operates on a “Carry In — Carry Out” basis. However, park staff collect all garbage left
behind. The park staff hauls left over garbage to the Albany Landfill. On average, the park hauls 20-
25 tons of waste per year to the landfill.

All paper, cardboard and plastics are collected for recycling. Each year the park hauls about % of a
ton of mixed containers to the Cascades Recovery facility in Albany.

The park maintains a scrap metal pile behind the maintenance shop. Once per year metal is taken to
a recycling facility. The park generates somewhere between /2 and 1 ton of metal recycling per year.

Sustainability Programs
High efficiency boilers have been installed in the manager’s residence and at the maintenance shop.

In an effort to be more energy efficient, spray-in-foam insulation was installed at the manager’s
residence, at the Nature Center and at the rental property on Ketcham Road.

As part of the work of the Saratoga-Capital District Region’s Sustainability Committee, park staff
have undertaken a general park sustainability inventory in an attempt to document any possible
energy and environmentally sustainable practices that could be utilized at the parks. This inventory
will be used to coordinate the completion of projects that will improve the sustainability of the parks.
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Chapter 2 - Development of Alternatives

Introduction

This chapter contains an analysis of the alternatives being considered for recreation resource
development, natural and cultural resource protection, and operations. The alternatives considered
and the analyses use resource inventory information, park goals, core team discussions, and other
factors. Findings from the analyses are used in identifying the preferred alternatives for each of the
resource categories. The status quo, alternatives, considerations and preferred alternative for
individual issues are described in narrative form. A complete description of the plan that results from
the preferred alternatives is found in the master plan document.

The chapter is divided into three broad resource categories:

e Natural Resource Protection — Alternatives that focus on strategies for stewardship of the
parks natural resources.

e Recreational Resources — Alternatives that primarily concentrate on the areas of the park
that support various recreation activities. Included in this category are the built facilities and
consideration of different types of recreation activities.

e Operations, Infrastructure and Facilities — Those buildings and management practices
which provide support for the functioning of the park.

Natural Resource Protection Strategies

Natural Heritage Area

The goal of the New York Natural Heritage Areas Program (NHA) is to provide state land managers
with a tool to recognize and assist in the protection of rare animals, rare plants, and significant
natural communities on state-owned land. The NHA Program was established in 2002 in
amendments to the Environmental Conservation Law (§11-0539.7). An NHA designation does not
preclude existing or future land use proposals, nor should the designation prohibit park development
or operational needs. In order to be eligible for NHA designation, an area must meet any one of the
following criteria:

e provide habitat for "endangered species" or "threatened species" of animals or plants

e provide habitat for rare species as defined by the Natural Heritage Program (NHP)

e contain "significant ecological communities" where such term means all rare ecological
communities that are rare in the State as well as outstanding examples of more common
communities

Background

For detailed description of the ecological communities, flora, fauna and endangered species see the
relevant sections in Chapter 1 of this document.

The park contains a number of Natural Heritage elements, and meets the criteria for NHA status. On
a state-wide basis the park is in the top third of biodiversity rankings among all state parks. Among
state parks in the Saratoga-Capital District Region, Thacher Park ranks as the park with the highest
level of biodiversity.
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Of particular focus is the swath of cliff and steep slopes on the eastern side of the park that include
the rare plant and rare animal species, and natural communities of statewide significance. Nearly half
(3 miles) of the entire length of an outstanding calcareous cliff community significant community
occurs within Thacher State Park and is one of the largest examples of this community type
documented in the State. An estimated 50 acres of cliff face occur in the park (calculated based on

22 acres horizontal projection and an average slope of 65 degrees) and this is the only section
currently in protected or conservation lands status.

These statewide significant communities also include a high quality maple-basswood rich mesic
forest which occurs in multiple patches, with some mature and little-disturbed forest below the
escarpment, and somewhat younger forests above the escarpment embedded with streams and karst
features and supporting a rich flora. Additionally, the park supports over 100 species of birds listed
as breeding (confirmed or probable) in the park, including four species of Special Concern
(sharpshinned hawk, cooper's hawk, northern goshawk, and golden-winged warbler) and is
designated as a Bird Conservation Area. (see the alternatives analysis of the Bird Conservation Area
in this document.)

Two rare plant species, including one that occurs on the cliff faces, and two rare animal species, also
including one that is associated with the cliff faces, are currently known in the park as well as one
animal concentration site, the assemblage of bat species at Haile’s Cave which is a large and diverse
example in the State. Only a small portion of the potential habitat for one rare plant has been
inventoried due to difficult access. Additional surveys for this and one other are encouraged. Both
the bats and the endangered plants are particularly vulnerable to human activity.

Because of the diversity of Natural Heritage elements and the additional biodiversity values
represented at this park, the New York State Natural Heritage program recommends that a portion of
the eastern part of the Thacher State Park be considered for NHA status. This portion could include
but not be limited to, the calcareous cliff community, and its associated animal concentration area
and rare plant and animal species; and the adjacent forest and woodlands. (Lundgren and Smith,
2012)

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no NHA will be created

Considerations:

e Current status of the significant ecological communities and other Natural Heritage elements
will remain

¢ No additional recognition of Natural Heritage elements will be created

(if) Create an NHA on the escarpment to include the calcareous cliff community
from the top edge of the cliff to the lower boundary of the park.

Considerations:

e Natural Heritage elements in the NHA will be recognized as significant to the ecology and
biodiversity of the State and the Park.

e Will include some other ecological communities at the bottom of the cliff to the Park’s
boundary.
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Preferred Alternative — (ii) Create an NHA on the escarpment to include the
calcareous cliff community from the top edge of the cliff to the lower boundary
of the park.

The creation of the National Heritage Area will help emphasize the importance of this ecological
community. Figure 11 illustrates the area that is chosen.

Bird Conservation Area (BCA)

The BCA program aims to integrate bird conservation into Agency planning, management and
research projects, within the context of the Agency mission. Bird Conservation Areas are described
under Article 11, Title 20 of the Environmental Conservation Law (ECL). The creation of a BCA
does not preclude existing or future land use proposals, nor should it prohibit park development or
operational needs. In addition to recognizing the importance of bird conservation within the planning
process, a BCA can create heightened public awareness of the site’s important bird community, as
well as funding opportunities for bird related education, research and conservation.

Background

There currently is a BCA at John Boyd Thacher and Thompson’s Lake State Parks (Figure 3). The
BCA was designated in 2004 and meets the following criteria:

Key BCA Criteria: Migratory bird site, diverse species concentration site; species at risk site (ECL
§11-2001, 3. e, f, h). There are 171 species of birds that have been identified within the J.B. Thacher
and Thompson's Lake BCA, of which 102 are confirmed or probable breeders, including: sharp-
shinned hawk (Special Concern), Cooper's hawk (Special Concern), northern goshawk (Special
Concern) and golden-winged warbler (Special Concern). The forests support some of the area's
highest densities of breeding songbirds such as hermit thrush, winter wren, magnolia, black-throated
blue, black-throated green, blackburnian, Canada and worm-eating warblers and Louisiana and
northern waterthrushes. J. B. Thacher supported the first recent regional nesting of common ravens
and is now the nucleus for the population in the area.

Critical Habitat Types: The BCA contains about 1,400 acres of upland forest with hemlock-
northern hardwood predominating; also contains maple-basswood and successional northern
hardwoods. Significant ecological community types include 3700 meters of calcareous cliff
community. The bur oak-black ash swamp at Thompson's Lake appears to be a variant of red maple-
hardwood swamp. Other habitat types include successional old field, emergent marsh and shrub
swamp.

Since the designation was made (in 2004) various new properties have been added to these parks.
These areas were not evaluated for BCA designation at that time. New information on these
properties indicates that a change to the BCA is appropriate at this time in conjunction with the
master planning effort.

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no changes to current BCA designation

Considerations
e New property added since the 2004 designation will not be added to the BCA
e Existing BCA is fragmented and does not account for actual bird behavior in the environment

(i) Designate all of the park as a BCA
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Considerations
e BCA will include new properties added since 2004
Eliminates fragmentation of the BCA
Recognizes that more developed areas are also important for overall bird conservation
This will provide statewide recognition of the parks as a whole

Site specific recommendations for the different areas of the park will be developed as part of
the BCA-required Management Guidance Summary.

Preferred Alternative

The preferred alternative is (ii) Designate all of the park as a BCA. This alternative provides the
opportunity for continued recognition of the park and new acquisitions as an important habitat for
resident and migratory bird populations. This alternative also most easily responds to the best
examples of bird habitat and responds to changes that may occur through natural processes. This
alternative also recognizes that areas of the park that have been altered for intensive patron
recreation and park operations still provide habitat and resources for many bird species, and
therefore these areas should also be included as part of the BCA, with specific recommendations in
the Management Guidance Summary (Appendix E) to address the dual nature of these areas.

Invasive Species

Background

A statewide invasive species control program (ISCP) has been established in OPRHP with goals to
preserve biodiversity and reduce the threat of invasive species to the quality of the natural,
recreational, cultural, and interpretive resources within state parkland.

OPRHP staff have identified several invasive species present in the park and have made
recommendations for the management of these species. Table 3 indicates the species, the status of
that species in the park and the management recommendations from OPRHP staff.

Table 4 Invasive Species in John Boyd Thacher State Park*

Species ‘ Status in Park Recommendations

Buckthorn (Rhamnus | Widespread Eliminate from areas such as the top of the

cathartica) escarpment. Excavate root system or perform cut-
stump herbicide treatment.

Garlic mustard Patchy distribution Easily removed by hand

(Alliaria petiolata)

Bush honeysuckle Major component in So widespread that it’s almost becoming

(Lonicera sp) understory naturalized. Excavate in arecas where threats to
significant communities are possible.

Common reed Has a foothold in some | So widespread that it’s almost becoming

(Phragmites australis | wetland areas. Control | naturalized. Excavate in areas where threats to

syn communis) may not be possible. significant communities are possible. Try to
protect Beaver Pond Rd. and Hop Field wetlands.

Purple loostrife In some sections of the | Galerucella beetles, biological control agents that

(Lythrum salicaria) | park feed exclusively on purple loosestrife, have been

released in the parks.
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Species

Oriental bittersweet
(Celastrus
orbiculatus)

Status in Park

In early detection
phase, not prevalent
yet. Mostly at base of
escarpment and
northern edge of park.

Recommendations

Could be cause of concern for trails at base of
escarpment. Remove where causing problems.

Japanese knotweed
(Fallopia japonica)

Small patch at old
homestead area on
Hailes Cave Road.

Can be removed but reinvasion from neighboring
properties is likely. Excavate in areas where
threats to significant communities are possible.

Multiflora rose (Rosa

Small patch in Beaver

Remove — potentially damaging Golden Winged

Multiflora) Dam Road area. Warbler Habitat

Swallowwort Small patch found and | Check area to see if it has grown back. High on list
(Cynanchum sp) pulled this year for Early Detection Rapid Response program
Giant hogweed Not in park yet, but Both plants pose human health risks. Early
(Heracleum found in Schenectady. | detection surveys for giant hogweed are warranted

mantegazzianum)

Wild parsnip is found
in park.

- eradicate if found. Wild parsnip is so widespread
that it’s almost becoming naturalized. Cut/mow in
areas where threats to significant communities are
possible..

Eurasian watermilfoil
(Myriophyllum
spicatum)

Found in Thompson’s
Lake

Difficult to control, best method is physical
removal. Work with DEC and Thompson’s Lake
Association to develop control measures.

Emerald ash borer
(Agrilus planipennis)

Not in park yet but
park is inside
quarantine area.

Help enforce current NYSDEC firewood transport
regulations. State and Federal resource agencies
are coordinating the response. If found in park,
work with those agencies to follow containment
protocol. Biological control agent is being
developed.

Asian longhorn Not in park Help enforce current NYSDEC firewood transport

beetle (Anoplophora regulations. State and Federal resource agencies

glabripennis) are coordinating the response. If found in park,
work with those agencies to follow containment
protocol. Eradication is a possibility.

Hemlock woolly Not in park yet Poses severe environmental quality risk. Periodic

adelgid (Adelges early detection monitoring is warranted.

tsugae)

Wild boar (Sus Not in park yet but Poses severe environmental quality risk as well as

scrofa) reported in Schoharie | human health risks. Periodic early detection

County.

monitoring is warranted. State and Federal
resource agencies are coordinating the response. If
found in park, work with those agencies to follow
containment protocol.
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Species Status in Park Recommendations

Zebra mussel Found along shoreline | No known control for zebra mussels. Work with
(Dreissena in Thompson’s Lake DEC for mitigation measures.
polymorpha)

*Source: OPRHP staff observations 2012-2013

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no changes to current management of invasive species
Considerations:

e Currently invasives are being monitored periodically
e Some species are being detected by OPRHP staff and by public
e Certain species are being removed by volunteers
e There are no measures in place for Early Detection Rapid Response
(i1) Develop comprehensive invasive management plan and follow
recommendations of OPRHP staff and biologists

Considerations:

e Continuation of current control measures can continue

e Some invasives are not in the park as of yet but are close by, detecting them as soon as they
enter the park is critical in some cases

e Concentrated observation is important for early detection

e Priorities for management can be developed based on assessments of various factors
including ease of control, potential environmental impacts, potential infrastructure impacts,
and the level of threat to human health.

e Park personnel can work with Agency invasive species team to develop management plan
and strategies

Preferred Alternative

The preferred alternative is (ii) Develop comprehensive invasive management plan and follow
recommendations of OPRHP staff and biologists. Under this alternative the current management
protocol can be continued and expanded with new techniques and strategies that will detect and
respond to invasive species in a timely basis.

Recreational Resource Development

The Meadow

Background

Removal of the Pool. The central part of Thacher SP (identified on some USGS maps as
“Horseshoe”) is the site of the former pool and bathhouse. In this plan it is identified as “The
Meadow.” The pool was removed in 2007. The reasons for the pool removal center around two
factors.

The first factor was the inherent instability of the geology of the Helderberg Escarpment where the
pool was located. The escarpment and the land immediately to the west of it is a Karst formation. As
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explained in the Geology section of this document (page 18) the Karst formation is composed of
soluble limestone which dissolves away due to the passage of water. This dissolving creates voids in
the bedrock. These voids caused innumerable problems of leakage and damaged the structural
integrity of the pool. The situation progressed to a state where it was impossible to maintain the pool
for the safety of the public.

The second factor was decreasing public use of the pool due to increasing number of community
pools and private pools in the surrounding area. Since most of the user population comes from the
immediately surrounding communities, less public participated in the park pool and attendance
numbers dwindled over the years preceding the pool closing. Thus the decision to close the pool
came because it had become both unusable and obsolete.

Current Condition. The area of the former pool and surrounding lawn areas remain largely empty,
influenced by the demolition of the pool and bath house. The area is sometimes used for special
events. There are picnic areas close by as well as a ball field and parking. The ball field in the central
area is perceived by park patrons as used mainly by the Horseshoe II picnic area pavilion renters.

The nearby parking is in need of rehabilitation. Surface decay and vegetation growing in the
degraded asphalt are present. The parking lot was designed and installed before protocols involving
green practices of stormwater management were developed.

Park Needs. There is a continued need at the park for an area available for special events. The
meadow has the potential to be that space given its central location, parking availability, proximity
to the escarpment, picnic areas, scenic opportunities and readily available utilities.

One of the park goals as set forth in this master plan includes increasing the active recreation
opportunities at the park.

Another form of active recreation that has become very popular recently is ropes challenge courses.
The meadow presents a good location for such a course given its central location and the availability
of a deep foundation area for the poles in the former pool location.

Strolling along the Escarpment Trail is a regular pastime of visitors to the park. Walking in the park
scored above the State average in the recreational needs assessment (Master Plan page 10) indicating
that walking for enjoyment is desired by the park patrons from the surrounding area.

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no changes to the meadow area
Considerations

e The area will remain the same, undeveloped and not suitable for events, strolling in the park
or adding sports fields or ropes challenge courses

e The parking area will not be renovated, the surface will continue to deteriorate and green
stormwater management practices will not be installed

(i1) Build a new pool
Considerations

e The bedrock geology is not stable enough to support a pool without extraordinarily extensive
maintenance operations which could be used to support other new recreation offerings

e The number of community and private pools in the area have increased, reducing the demand
for new public pools
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e Day use swimming has been opened at Thompson’s Lake
e This master plan recommends expanding the beach area at Thompson’s Lake to
accommodate more day users

(iii) Re purpose the meadow area for recreation
Increasing the recreation opportunities is a major goal of this master plan. The area surrounding the
former pool location has been underutilized since the pool’s removal. Re-purposing this area to
provide enjoyable active recreation as well as areas for relaxing and enjoying the park is the
objective of this alternative.

The new design will include several elements (Figure A):

e A public ropes challenge course at the site of the former pool

e A passive park space surrounding the challenge course with a large lawn area, benches,
specimen shade trees and walking paths connecting to nearby picnic areas, the Escarpment
Trail, the new Tory Cave Trail and the parking lot

e A new bike path connecting the southern portion of Thacher Park to the northern portion of
Thacher Park and over to Thompson’s Lake Campground will pass through this area.

e New event concession facility with water, sewer and electric hookups

e The parking lot will be renovated and upgraded to include tree islands and green stormwater
management protocols such as vegetated swales.

e The traffic circle and part of Hailes Cave Road will be removed to reduce unnecessary
paving in the park and simplify traffic patterns

e A new full basketball court

Considerations

e This design will provide a large un-programmed space that can be used for premier events

e The condition of the existing parking lot will be improved and will utilize green stormwater
practices where possible

e Excess roadway will be removed decreasing impermeable surface area and simplifying
traffic patterns

e There will be more walking paths for patron enjoyment and improved opportunities to view
the escarpment and connect with other parts of the park

e There will be an increased amount of active recreation opportunities

Preferred Alternative — (iii) Re design the meadow area for recreation

This alternative meets the goals of the park master plan and increases active and passive recreation
opportunities for park patrons. The new design also expands the park’s ability to host premier events
such as auto, craft, art and agricultural shows. The upgrade of the parking lot is important both as
maintenance to the condition of the surfacing and as an upgrade which will incorporate better, up to
date, stormwater management.
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Figure A Conceptual Design For The Meadow

Rock Climbing

Background

New Recreation Activity. The escarpment at John Boyd Thacher State Park presents a possibility of
introducing a new recreational activity to the park. The new activity, rock climbing, has been
promoted to the Agency by groups of park patrons who have experience in climbing and the desire
to make it available at the park. Rock climbing is a permitted activity in New York State Parks.
Although currently not allowed at Thacher SP, it is currently a part of the recreation resources in
Minnewaska State Park Preserve.

Condition of Bedrock in the Escarpment. The rock in the escarpment at Thacher SP is limestone
and shale (see bedrock discussion in Chapter 1 of this document). It is very different from the
Shawangunk formation that makes up the bedrock for the climbing routes in Minnewaska. Although
limestone cliff faces have been successfully used for climbing routes in other locations, these
examples are in climates very different from upstate New York. The climate in this region is
considerably wetter, constantly weathering and dissolving the limestone, possibly making it less
stable. However, rusting metal anchors used to hold park infrastructure from decades ago have been
found still solidly connected to the rock face in several areas.

In general the Manlius limestone layer at the base of the escarpment often presents a face of
crumbling rock that easily breaks off under minimal stress. The Coeymans limestone layer, above
the Manlius layer and separated by a band of crumbling slate, appears more stable and
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conglomerated. By their very nature, the Manlius and slate layers often appear too unstable to
provide safe climbing routes while the more conglomerated nature of the Coeymans layer may
present more climbing opportunities. However, surveys by OPRHP staff and rock climbing experts
have found some areas where the rock face of both the Manlius and Coeymans layers appear more
stable and may be suitable for climbing.

In summary, while the rocks of Thacher’s cliffs are not weak shales, nor loose sediments, they do
not have the rigidity and “strength” of cliffs in the quartz rocks of the Shawangunks, nor the
metamorphosed rocks of the Adirondacks and Hudson Highlands. So the character of Thacher’s
rocks need some more attention than in these other areas. (Ver Straeten, 2013)

The limestone bedrock here has also developed into a karst landscape which may bring into question
the stability of the cliff face. The karst geology of the area is demonstrated by the abundance of
fissures, sinkholes and caves which have formed on top of and behind the escarpment, creating
instabilities that may not be seen at the surface. Small, and sometimes large, cliff sections can
become dislodged and fall down the slope of the escarpment. The slope leading up to the cliff face is
covered in ancient and recent rock falls and there are numerous other examples of this type of cliff
face loss known to park personnel and to residents of the surrounding area. It is generally very
difficult if not impossible to determine when such random instabilities will result in cliff-face rock
failures. Any person engaging in any activity near the edge of the escarpment is at risk if even a
minor rock fall occurs. OPRHP cooperates with the local high-angle rescue team to periodically
remove obviously loose rock from above the Indian Ladder Trail.

Access. Climbing routes would need to have access points. Most typical climbing areas are accessed
from the base of the cliff. Access to climbing areas at the park would have to be on OPRHP property
or on land that is under a recreational easement, as it is counter to Agency policy to direct people
onto private property. Access to cliffs at Thacher, from the top of the escarpment, poses an
uncommon challenge. Access from the top of the escarpment via rappel is not advised due to the
lack of tie off anchors and the loose condition of the rock at the cliff edge. Trails would have to used
to give climbers access to the base of the escarpment.

Most likely, as many potential climbing areas are currently not accessible by trail, this would require
the creation of specific trails for access to climbing areas. Climbers would have to descend a trail in
order to access climbing and would then have to ascend the trail to leave the area.

Alternatively, some access routes might use existing park trails, such as the Indian Ladder Trail or
the new Tory Cave Trail. This could cause use conflicts and pose some risk of falling rocks to those
patrons on the trails below the climbing routes. It could also pose a problem for climbers, who would
likely need to store gear at the base of the cliff, presumably along the trail where it could be
damaged by passersby.

Endangered Species. Some areas of the cliff face are habitat to a population of endangered plant.
There are also caves which harbor bats.

On Site Assessment. Members of the core planning team and other OPRHP staff have made tours of
the escarpment in order to assess the possibility of rock climbing in light of these constraints. Their
assessments have identified several areas where climbing may be possible.

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no rock climbing allowed
Considerations
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e This alternative does not require park employees to implement a rock climbing program

e It does not increase the risk to (some) patrons that may accompany rock climbing activities

e Does not take into account the demonstrated desire by some park patrons for climbing within
the park

e Does not support the new park vision to offer new and desired recreation activities

(if) Allow rock climbing by permit throughout the park

Considerations
e Opens up a major new and desired recreation activity at the park
e Some areas of the limestone cliff face may be too fragile to support climbing
e Some areas of the cliff face are habitat for endangered plant species
e Access to some areas of the cliff face is severely limited by steep slopes, unstable rock,
and/or a lack of complete state ownership of the best access route

(i) Allow rock climbing, by permit, on specific areas of the escarpment,
produce a climbing management plan and Memorandum of Understanding
with local rock climbing group.

Considerations

e Opens up a major new and desired recreation activity at the park

e Information about stability of rock face, presence of endangered species and availability of
access points will aid in determining areas of the escarpment suitable for climbing

o CIliff face areas containing habitat for endangered plant species would be protected

e Hailes Cave bat hibernaculum would be protected

e Local partnerships could be developed to establish viable, safe, legal access routes

e Climbing areas and hiking areas could be designated so as to best avoid potential recreational
user conflicts

e Management plan will deal with operational issues, climbing routes (taking into account rock
face stability, accessibility and endangered species), access, permits, ice climbing etc.

¢ Memorandum of Understanding will provide for climbing expertise to manage climbing
routes and access

Preferred Alternative — (iii) Allow rock climbing by permit on specific areas of
the escarpment, produce a climbing management plan and an MOU with local
rock climbing group

This alternative allows the introduction of a new and popular recreation activity in the park in a way
that provides for mitigation of some concerns. All routes will be assessed for rock stability and
endangered plant species before allowing climbing in any area. Only those areas with safe and legal
access will be used. A management plan will be produced which will define responsibilities for
operations of the climbing program, establish procedures for permitting and locate access points for
climbing routes. An MOU will be developed with local experts to aid in the establishment of
appropriate climbing routes and develop safe access trails.

High Ropes Adventure Course

Background

High ropes courses (or challenge or adventure courses as they are sometimes called) have become
extremely popular in recent years. These facilities provide active recreation and a testing of the
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participants skills and strengths. There are several organizations and providers who build, maintain
and run these types of recreational resources.

Thacher State Park has several picnic areas that have become increasingly underutilized and have the
topography and vegetation that may be conducive to the development of a high ropes course.

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no new adventure course would be built at the park, all picnic
areas will continue to be a publicly rented facilities
This alternative was not preferred because it does not contribute to new recreation resources which is
a goal of the master plan. This alternative does not try to fix the under-utilization of some park
picnic areas. This is contrary to the goal of streamlining park operations and infrastructure to
improve efficiency.

(ii) Design and install a high ropes type challenge course run by the park at
Yellow Rock picnic area

Considerations:

Provides new recreation experiences for the park patrons

Creates a management challenge for the park staff

New staff would be needed who are trained in ropes course management
Utilizes a currently under-utilized area of the park

Assessment of the natural resources of the area will be needed

New processes would need to be developed to maintain and operate this facility.

(i) Solicit proposals from concessionaires to design, install and run a
high ropes type challenge course at a location in the park.

Considerations:

e Provides new recreation experiences for park patrons

e Possibility to utilize a currently under-utilized picnic area

e Yellow Rocks area seems to be most appropriate, but other areas could be options based on
future proposals

e Less expectations for park staff to be educated in challenge course management

e Assessment of the natural resources of the area will be needed

e (Concessionaire would be responsible for all construction, maintenance and operations

Preferred Alternative — (iii) Solicit proposals from concessionaires to design,
install and run a high ropes type challenge course at a location in the park

This is the preferred alternative because it meets several of the goals of the master plan, such as
providing recreation resources to park patrons and streamlining the management and infrastructure.
It also provides a source of expertise for running the facility. By providing several locations for a
concessionaire to choose from, this alternative provides for the best choice and an opportunity to
utilize an under-utilized area.
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Re-Design the Glen Doone picnic area

Background
The Glen Doone picnic area is the most popular picnic area for rentals in the park. The area is highly

desired for weddings and other family celebrations. This popularity is due to the outstanding view it
has in addition to ample parking, pavilion, room for a large event tent and relative privacy.

This popularity notwithstanding, the picnic area has several issues which would improve the visitor
experience and its viability for rentals:

Existing concession building is not used and in need of upgrading
Lower parking lot is seldom used

Pavilion is too small for large parties and view is blocked by vegetation
Far end of area has no water or electricity

No playground near upper parking lot

Circulation needs improving (vehicular and pedestrian)

Trailhead to Yellow Rocks needs improving

Comfort station may need to be moved

Patrons need to rent tent in case of inclement weather

Figure B Glen Doone Picnic Area Existing Conditions

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no changes would be made to Glen Doone Picnic Area
Considerations:

e Current issues would not be resolved
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(if) Concept A — some changes made to Glen Doone Picnic Area
Considerations:

e Concept Highlights:
0 Expand existing pavilion
0 Rehabilitate existing comfort station
0 Replace existing playground with a naturalistic playground near upper parking lot
0 Rehabilitate concession building and patio
e Does not eliminate lower parking area
e Retains lawn area for rental tents
e Pavilion and comfort station remain where they are
e Concession stand rehabilitated for park patron use
e Water and electric needed at rehabilitated concession stand

Figure C Glen Doone Picnic Area - Concept A

(1) Concept B — some changes made to Glen Doone Picnic Area
Considerations:

e Concept Highlights:
o0 Existing pavilion to remain with view cleared
Rehabilitate existing comfort station
Build new comfort station
Rehabilitate concession stand and patio
Build roof over patio
Replace existing playground with a naturalistic playground near the upper parking lot

O O0OO0OO0O0
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Improves view from pavilion

Allows for rain cover over patio

Retains lawn area for rental tents

Improves concession stand building for patron use
Retains under used lower parking lot

Water and electric needed at new comfort station

(iv)

Figure D Glen Doone Picnic Area - Concept B

Concept C — some changes to Glen Doone Picnic Area

Considerations:

Concept Highlights:

o
o
o
o
o

Remove existing comfort station and relocate pavilion to lower parking lot
Replace existing playground with a naturalistic playground near upper parking lot
Rehabilitate old concession building and patio

Build new comfort station to be shared by picnic areas

Build new picnic pavilion near viewing area and patio

Water and electric would need to be brought to new comfort station and concession stand
Possible conflicting uses if both pavilion and lawn area are used at the same time by different

parties

Leaves lawn area available for rental tents
May improve use of lower parking lot
May eliminate need for patron tent rental
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Figure E Glen Doone Picnic Area - Concept C

(v) Addendum to Concept A and B — remove lower parking lot when it becomes
deteriorated

Considerations:

The lower lot is currently in good shape

Cannot be added to Concept C because of new proposed pavilion location

The underused parking area would not be removed until it becomes a maintenance problem
Some impervious surface would be removed at that time

Preferred Alternative — (iii) and (v) Make some changes to Glen Doone picnic
area and remove lower parking lot when it becomes deteriorated

This alternative was chosen because it answers many of the issue involved in the current conditions
at the picnic area while retaining much of the flexibility for renters. The main viewing area lawn will
still be available for tent rentals, and now with another covered area nearby. The concession stand
will be rehabilitated and can be used by rental parties as a bar area. The new playground will be
larger and closer to the main viewing area. The existing pavilion will remain the same but its view
will be improved with some vegetation removal. The lower parking lot is in good shape and can be
retained until its life expectancy is over and rehabilitation is needed. At that time it will be removed
and the area restored to natural conditions eliminating maintenance of an underutilized area as well
as improving drainage by removing impervious surface.
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Cave Management

Background
There are many caves at the park. These numerous caves are a natural occurrence in karst landscapes
due to water movement through the limestone which dissolves away the rock and contributes to cave
formation. A comprehensive map of the location and courses of the caves in the park has not been
done at this point. Recently a group of cave enthusiasts has made a proposal to volunteer to map the
caves in the park. This would map not only the location of the access points but also the
configuration of individual caves where possible.

Caves at the park are also used by bats as hibernacula. Some of these bats belong to endangered
species and some have contracted the “White Nose Syndrome” which has been a deadly plague to
North American bats. (See page 22 in Chapter 1 of this document for a more complete discussion)
To protect bats from human interference a proposal has been made in the past to gate Haile’s Cave
with a specially designed bat gate that would allow bats to pass in and out of the cave but prevent
humans from entering except by special permit.

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no changes to cave management in the park
Considerations:

e Information on location and configuration of the caves at the park will continue to be limited
e Human/bat interaction will be unmonitored and uncontrolled
e No caving will be allowed as a recreational activity

(i1) Allow volunteer group to map caves at the park, install bat gate at Haile’s
Cave and institute caving by permit under controlled guided tours.

Considerations:

e Cave locations and configurations will be known. This will be good for safety as well as
scientific research at the park

e Human/bat interaction will be controlled and monitored through the use of the bat gate and
the permit system

e Volunteers are willing to map the caves and lead permitted tours of those that are accessible
to the public

e No general caving will be allowed in the park, only those on guided tours or as part of the
volunteer mapping project

Preferred Alternative — (ii) — Allow volunteer group to map caves at the park,
install bat gate at Haile’s Cave and institute caving by permit under controlled
guided tours.

This alternative was chosen because it fits with the master plan goals. It also improves public safety
and protects the native bat population of the park.
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Trails

Background

The trail system at Thacher State Park includes approximately 31.4 miles of designated trails
accommodating a variety of trail uses including hiking, mountain biking, snowshoeing, cross-
country skiing and/or snowmobiling. See Figure 12 — Existing Trail System. Designated trails are
defined generally as trails that are named, marked and maintained for specific uses. The system
includes both single-use trails (hiking only) and multi-use trails (hiking and biking). Winter uses
vary throughout the trail system. Trails include both singletrack (narrow gauge) and wider
doubletrack (road-like) trails that weave through the diversity of ecological communities in the park
providing a variety of trail experiences.

Trails in the campground area are designated for hiking, cross-country skiing and snowshoeing.
These trails also provide connections between the Emma Treadwell Thacher Nature Center the
campground and the beach area. Bicycles and snowmobiles are prohibited on these trails. The
campground trail system is connected to the main park trail systems via the Salisbury Trail which
runs across land owned by the Patroon Land Foundation. The public is currently allowed hiking
access along this 0.69 mile trail through an easement from the Open Space Conservancy.

Trail assessments were conducted on all trails throughout the park to identify wet areas, areas of
erosion, obstacles in the tread way and missing blazes and signage. See Figure 13 — Trails
Assessments. Although much of the trail system was found to be in good condition, some trails were
noted as exceptionally wet likely due to their location in generally flat areas with a lack of drainage.
There were a number of areas noted with significant erosion due to the alignment of the trail and
water flow. Multiple connector and undesignated remnant trails were noted. Trails were generally
blazed appropriately; some trailheads were noted as lacking sufficient signage. These types of
conditions can reduce the quality of the user experience, cause safety issues, and potentially have
negative impacts on park resources. Although there is sporadic signage regarding allowed trail uses
throughout the trail system, there was a need to analyze trail uses and designate uses for the entire
trail system. A need to enhance trail accessibility along the trail system was also identified during
assessments.

Interpretation along the trails is available in the form of interpretive signs and kiosks at a few
locations. Outdoor interpretive programs that utilize the trail system are also offered. There is a great
opportunity to further interpret the natural, cultural and historic resources of the parks and area.

Note: In addition to the alternatives presented below, some trail activities will not change
significantly from the present conditions and therefore do not require alternatives analysis. These
activities are hiking, mountain biking, cross country skiing, and snowshoeing. They are described
more fully in the accompanying master plan document.
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Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no changes to the trail system
Considerations

e The trail system will remain as is.
e User experience is diminished due to conditions of various trails and minimal signage.
e Trail use may continue to negatively impact natural resources.

(i1) Modify the existing trail system
Modifications of the trail system will include (Figures 14 and 15):

e Realign/reblaze several trails

e Reroute or upgrade trails or sections of trails that are often wet, muddy or highly eroded;
some sections will be replaced with sustainably built single track trails

e Designate specific uses for each trail

¢ Close and restore various connector and remnant trails

e Develop the Tory Cave Trail extending north from the Indian Ladder Trail to connect to the
Horseshoe I picnic area.

e Develop a short trail down Helmes Crevice and platform to provide visual access of Hailes
Cave

e Extend the Escarpment Trail southeast along the top of the escarpment to Greenhouse picnic
area

e Develop a 4.5 mile bike path (accessible to the extent feasible) connecting Thacher and
Thompson’s Lake SPs along mostly existing trails including the Salisbury Trail

e Enhance access to park resources along trails such as scenic vistas, the escarpment and its
geologic formations, wetlands, and other water resources

e Improve accessibility of the trail system including paving a portion of the Escarpment Trail
and developing accessible routes to destination locations including multiple waterfalls

e Enhance trailhead and intersection signage along trails and directional signage along
roadways indicating access points to the parks and trail system

e Enhance interpretation throughout the trail system to highlight natural, cultural and historic
resources

e Explore external trail connections with adjoining landowners

e Expand partnerships with local organizations and user groups for development, maintenance,
and monitoring of the trail system

Considerations

Improves the organization of the trail system and increases trail use opportunities.
Provides better connectivity between park facilities.

Provides more and appropriate access to park resources.

Enhances the visitor experience.

Improves accessibility of the trail system and the park.

Creates some larger trail-less areas within certain areas of the park.

Reduces negative impacts to natural resources of the park.

Enhances visitor education about natural, cultural and historic resources of the park.
Improves the structural sustainability of the trails, requiring less maintenance over time.
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e Requires staff time and substantial funding in some cases.

Preferred Alternative — (ii) Modify the existing trail system

This is the preferred alternative because it enhances the quality of the visitor experience and safety
of park patrons while better protecting the resources of the park. Figures 14 and 15 depict the Trails
Plan. The trail system will continue to accommodate hiking, biking, snowshoeing, cross-country
skiing and snowmobiling. The Long Path route will be slightly modified in southern Thacher due to
trail reroutes. General trail maintenance will continue along with the listed modifications. Details
about implementation of this alternative can be found in Appendix A — Trail System
Implementation.

The master plan calls for introduction of rock climbing to selected parts of the escarpment area. As
further assessments occur and specific locations are identified, climber access only trails may be
developed. These would not be open for general public use. In some cases, climber access trails may
co-align with existing designated trails and support both general public use and climbers.

Mountain Biking Skills Park and Trail Network

Background

Mountain biking skills parks are growing in popularity as a controlled environment where people
can learn to ride a mountain bike and can practice balance and negotiation skills while advancing
their skill level (novice, intermediate, advanced). Skills parks contain features that challenge riders
of all ages and abilities and create a safer, more experienced riding community. Oftentimes, a skills
park has a connected looped trail system that provides novice, intermediate and advanced trail
experiences both in trail layout and design as well as trail technical features. These trails and features
provide riders with opportunities to further enhance their biking skills.

There are no existing mountain biking skills parks in the region.
Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no new mountain biking skills park is developed
Considerations:

e Mountain biking opportunities in the park remain as is with the above noted modifications to
the trail system.

(ii) Design and install a mountain biking skills park and looped trail system with
trail technical features

Considerations:

e Provides a new recreational experience for park patrons that is not currently available in the
park or region

e Provides an area where people of all ages can develop and hone riding skills including
balance and negotiation creating a more experienced riding community

e Requires resources for planning, design, construction and on-going maintenance
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Preferred Alternative — (ii) Design and install a mountain biking skills park and

looped trail system with trail technical features
This is the preferred alternative because it meets the goal of providing new recreation opportunities in
the park. The area near the Carrick Road Trailhead in the northern part of the Park has been identified
as a potential location for development. This area has some existing singletrack trails and is currently
used by mountain bikers. Sections of existing trails can be incorporated into the design of the looped
trail system. Park management will work with staff and local mountain biking groups who have
expertise in this area to further assess the location and design and develop the skills park and looped
trails with features.

Horseback Riding

Background
The existing trail system currently informally allows horseback riding in the northern section of
Thacher. There are a few locals equestrians who take advantage of this opportunity. There are no
designated trails for horseback riding. Despite the 5.68 out of 10 rating of the Relative Index of
Needs for Equine Activities (Table 1) for this region, there has been little demand.

Trail assessments conducted during the master plan process noted that on several trails there was
tread damage from horse hooves creating deep holes. While some sections of trails are bedrock or
are improved to road like conditions, most are natural surface trails. A review of the soil types in this
area showed mostly silt loams.

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — horseback riding is allowed informally in northern Thacher
Considerations

Accommodates small amount of local use

Impacts to trail surface continue to deteriorate tread

Post holes negatively impact other users and are a safety hazard
Does not conform to goal of designating trail uses for each trail

(i) Horseback riding is designated for improved surface trails only
Considerations

e Modified trail system provides approximately 3.3 miles of designated improved surface trails
in an-out-and back fashion but none are of significant length without improvements to other
existing trails

e Five miles of horse trails is considered a minimum trail length to accommodate an equestrian
trail ride and none of the improved trails meet that minimum

e Significant public demand is not apparent

e Other existing opportunities for horseback riding exist in the region including the Albany
Pine Bush, Partridge Run Wildlife Management Area, and Grafton Lakes SP.

(i) No trails will be designated for equestrian use.
Considerations
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e Lack of demand does not warrant the resources required to significantly upgrade tread
surfaces needed to support horseback riding

Preferred Alternative — (iii) No trails will be designated for equestrian use.

This is the preferred alternative due to a combination of existing limitations of soil conditions, and
lack of significant demand

Horseback riding was not considered for southern Thacher due to the higher use of this area and its
proximity to Route 157. Also, it was not considered for the campground due to the desire to retain a
hiking only trail experience in this vicinity.

Snowmobiling

Background
Snowmobiling is currently allowed on wider trails in Thacher SP. Some trails are groomed for
winter use when park resources allow. Most snowmobiling in the park appears to be local use from

adjacent roads or land. There is parking space available for snowmobile trailers at the Paint Mine
and Carrick Road trailheads.

Snowmobiling is not allowed at the campground due to narrow trail widths, minimal trail mileage
and the desire to maintain this area for hiking only use.

Through analysis of the trail system at Thacher, several trail reroutes and trail rehabilitations were
discussed along with the opportunity to create an area of southern Thacher for non-motorized use
only, thereby meeting preservation goals. These alternatives would potentially impact snowmobile
trail use.

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — snowmobiling is allowed on wider trails in Thacher
Considerations

e Snowmobile use continues to be accommodated in the park

e Some trails in southern Thacher used by snowmobiles are wide, flat and muddy and are
negatively impacting the natural resources and the user experience during the majority of the
year

(i) Snowmobile trail mileage in southern Thacher is reduced due to trail system
upgrades
Considerations

e Snowmobile use continues to be accommodated in the park

e Trail system upgrades (including the development of sustainable singletrack trails for
reroutes of various trails and trail closures and rehabilitation) reduce negative impacts to
natural resources

e Trail system upgrades improve visitor safety and experience

e Reduces maintenance time and costs

e A non-motorized trail use area is created in southern Thacher surrounding portions of the
Onondaga Escarpment, a significant feature to wildlife in the area

e Enhances preservation efforts
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Preferred Alternative — (ii) Snowmobile trail mileage is reduced due to trail

system upgrades
This is the preferred alternative due to the desire to develop a more sustainable trail system, reduce
motorized impacts in one area of the park but still accommodate snowmobiling. As shown on Figure
16, snowmobiling will continue to be allowed along the main north-south corridor from Paint Mine
to the trail south of Beaver Dam Road and north from Paint Mine to connect to northern Thacher.
Snowmobile trailer parking will remain available as is, as this was deemed to be sufficient to
accommodate use.

Although the snowmobile trails at Thacher are not currently connected with the statewide
snowmobile system, park management will continue to work with local snowmobile clubs and
adjacent landowners for external trail connections as appropriate.

Campground Expansion

Background

The campground at JB Thacher SP has one of the highest overall occupancy rates in the State. The
need for additional camping in the capital district is supported by the results of studies and analyses
undertaken by OPRHP. These factors combine to indicate that additional camping sites at the
Thompson’s Lake SP campground would benefit the recreation offerings of the park in a location
that is already a popular camping location.

It has also been noted, through surveys of campers, that there is some demand for campsites that
provide electric service. There are currently no electrified campsites at the campground.

The wooded area to the north of the current camping loops provides ample space for additional camp
sites but is also an area where environmental education hikes are conducted by staff from the Nature
Center.

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — No new campsites or electrification of existing sites
Considerations

e No new capacity for additional camping at the park
e Patron desire for electrified sites will not be met

(i1) Build new full service campsites with new bathhouse north of existing
camping loops
Considerations

e Meets the master plan goal of providing and expanding recreation opportunities at the park

o Satisfies patron requests for electrified campsites

e Buffering will be needed to mitigate noise and visual impacts to environmental education
trail with native plant buffers to be designed and installed concurrently with new campsites

e Roadways, campsites and trenching for electric service will impact vegetation

e New bathhouse will be hooked into existing water supply and waste water treatment plant

(1) Build new tent campsites with new bathhouse north of existing
camping loops
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Considerations

e Meets the master plan goal of providing and expanding recreation opportunities at the park

e Campsites will be smaller than full service campsites and will primarily accommodate tent
camping

e The tent campsites will not be electrified

e Visual impacts will not be as significant as with full service campsites but will still need
some buffering from environmental education trail with native plant buffers to be designed
and installed concurrently with new campsites

e New bathhouse will be hooked into existing water supply and waste water treatment plant

(iv) Electrify selected existing campsites in “A” loop
Considerations

Satisfies requests from patrons for electrified campsites
Offers improved facilities to park patrons

Increases the range of types of campsite offered at the park
Requires trenching and some temporary ground disturbance

Preferred Alternative — (iii) and (iv) Build new tent campsites with new
bathhouse north of existing camping loops and electrify selected existing
campsites in “A” loop
This is the preferred alternative because it combines satisfying patron requests for electrified
campsites, the goals of the master plan for expanding recreation offerings and protection of an
existing environmental education program.

Impacts to the program and to existing undisturbed vegetation will be minimized through the
reduced size of the campsites, the vegetated buffer and by locating facilities on site with sensitivity
to these factors.

The decision to provide electric service at selected sites in the existing camping loop “A” will suit
campers while limiting trenching and ground disturbance to already developed areas of the park.

Thompson’s Lake Beach

Background

The beach at Thompson’s Lake SP was originally conceived to be used by patrons who were
camping there. After the closing of the pool at Thacher SP the beach was opened to day users as
well. Thompson’s Lake is a very desirable swimming location due to the high water quality and the
sandy beach which has been installed and kept up by the park staff. The popularity of this location is
already resulting in crowded conditions on the beach during peak periods. It is anticipated that with
the additional campsites being built there will be further and more significant crowded conditions.

The design standards put forth by the New York State Department of Health (Public Health Law
section 225, subpart 6-2.19 (4.4)) sets the allowed density at 35 square feet of beach area per person.
The current beach is approximately 4,110 square feet giving a maximum patron number of 117.
Meanwhile, the swimming area is approximately 13,500 square feet, yielding a bather capacity of
344 persons according to NYS DOH regulations. This means that 227 more people are allowed in
the water than are allowed on the beach.
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The area to the south of the current beach is wetland, therefore no expansion can occur in that
direction. The area to the north of the existing beach is available for expansion to the property line.

Parking is also a concern at the beach. Day users have limited parking available.

The alternatives will deal with both the expansion of the beach itself and installation of additional
parking spaces for day use.

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no changes
Considerations

e Beach will remain crowded on peak days and may experience more significant crowding
after addition of new campsites

e May exceed allowable density of users at times of peak usage

e Parking will continue to be problematic for day users

e Does not meet the goals of the master plan in providing improved recreation resources for
park patrons

(if) Expand sandy beach north to the drainage ditch or property line
Considerations

Some vegetation (grass, small herbaceous plants and small trees) will need to be removed
Additional sand to be trucked in and spread

Expansion will add an additional 1,350 square feet and room for 38 additional patrons
Determination of northern end of beach will be made on site

(1) Eliminate two existing campsites across the road from the beach and
add beach parking spaces

Considerations

e Current parking is inadequate for beach day users
e Will reduce camping spaces
e Will increase and improve parking situation for day users

Preferred Alternative — (ii) and (iii) Expand sandy beach north to the drainage
ditch or property line and eliminate two existing campsites across from the
beach and add beach parking spaces

This alternative was chosen because it reduces crowding at the beach, by adding new beach area, and
parking problems for day users. No expansion of the swimming area itself is needed or contemplated
at this time.

Basketball Court

Background
Addition of new recreation opportunities at the park is a goal of the master plan.

There is currently one makeshift basketball court on the parking area of the Pear Orchard parking
lot. New standard basketball courts have been desired by the public in an easily accessible location.
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Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no changes
Considerations:

e No addition of recreation opportunities at the park
e Basketball would continue to be available only at the makeshift court on the Pear Orchard
parking lot

(if) Convert existing makeshift basketball court at Pear Orchard parking to new
full basketball court (see Figure A)

Considerations:

e Would be part of the Meadow renovation
e Fills public desire in the park
e Utilizes existing area

Preferred Alternative
The preferred alternative is (ii) Convert existing makeshift basketball court at Pear Orchard

parking to new full basketball court. This alternative was chosen because it meets the master plan
goal of adding recreation opportunities to the park.

Facilities and Operations

Visitor Center

Background
The planning team determined that a new multi-purpose facility is needed at John Boyd Thacher
State Park. The current park office does not meet the needs of the visiting public and needs to be
replaced with a facility that will provide improvements to visitor orientation, interpretation,
amenities and community uses. This facility will also include a space for exhibits of park geology,
provide a meeting space, park offices, indoor event rental space, restrooms and serve as a warming
hut in the winter.

It was also determined that in order to further serve the needs of the park and park patrons the new
facility should

e Be placed in a location in Thacher Park that takes advantage of the view from the escarpment
as well as which can be seen from Route 157

e Have no or minimal impact to the view of the escarpment from off site

e Have no or minimal impact from lighting

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo - No new Visitor Center will be built.

This alternative was considered by the planning team and was deemed not acceptable because it does
not contribute to fulfilling the park vision nor does it provide a needed new park office.
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(i1) Build a new Visitor Center/Park Office/Geology Museum at the Indian
Ladder Picnic area.
One goal for the park centers on a new visitor center (see the Master Plan Document). The same
facility can be used for other park purposes such as a park office, exhibit space, meeting room, rental

space and warming hut. A new visitor will serve to orient visitors and to organize various aspects of
the park and its activities.

This location would place the new facility just northwest of the existing parking area. (Figure H)

Programmatic Considerations:

¢ Building a new facility responds positively to the goals and objectives of the
park plan

e Currently the park lacks central organizing facility and does not take
advantage of presenting existing resources to park patrons

e Geology is a large part of the history and resources of the park but is not
currently interpreted adequately

e Resource for visitor services needs to be improved

e Additional indoor all weather rental space increases season for event rentals

e Current park office is inadequate, does not support managerial functions
efficiently

Location Considerations:
e (Qentle terrain with one significant grade change
e Parking is inside the fee area so the toll both will have to be moved or parking
reconfigured to allow several short term free parking spaces
e Pay and display will need to be implemented in the parking area
e Footprint of building will fit in this area
e Height of building will need to be controlled to reduce visual impact from off
site
e Spectacular view from the escarpment
e Good access to trails
0 Indian Ladder trail
0 Long Path
0 Escarpment Trail
O Near south terminus of possible future Tory’s Cave Trail
Large lawn area available to continue current use of viewing, picnicking, etc
There are existing utilities at this site
Near to “meadow” area
Central to all park activities
Existing comfort station will need to be removed, and a new one constructed
at Pear Orchard

Preferred Alternative

The preferred alternative is ii, build a new facility at Indian Ladder. This alternative was chosen
because the location meets many of the requirements that had been set out by the planning team.
Additionally, its proximity to the Indian Ladder trail head is an important factor in making this
decision. Visitors to the facility will have the opportunity to access this trail immediately after
having learned of the geology of the park in the exhibits. The site also responds well as a location for
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a park office and an information center. The escarpment views in this location are spectacular and
the facility would be easily seen from Route 157.

Figure F Visitor Center - Proposed Locations

Remove Unused Parking Areas

Background

Several parking areas in the park are not being used or are in locations that are inefficient for their
intended purpose. Unused parking areas are not being maintained and present an eyesore to the
public as well as a continued impact to soil permeability and stormwater runoff.

Alternatives Considered
(i) Status quo — no changes will be made to existing unused parking areas.

Considerations:

e The parking areas will continue to deteriorate, erosion problems will persist
e Maintenance will continue to be necessary
e Soil compaction and stormwater runoff impacts will continue

(i) Remove unused parking areas and restore the land to naturalized conditions
Considerations:
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e The following parking areas would be removed:
0 Upper Paint Mine (and connector road)
O Minelot
0 Parking area at south entrance to the park
O Haile’s Cave parking area (new lot to be moved closer to the pavilion)
e Restoration of natural communities will improve stormwater runoff impacts and lessen
erosion problems
e Maintenance would no longer be needed freeing up needed park resources

Preferred Alternative — (i) Remove unused parking areas and restore the land
to naturalized conditions.

This alternative was chosen because it improves conditions at the park, makes the park operations
more efficient and eliminates some erosion problems due to stormwater runoff.

Comfort Stations

Background

Many of the existing comfort stations in the park are old and showing signs of decay. Some have
problems with carpenter ants and some with dry rot. These comfort stations are also not compliant
with current ADA requirements and are energy inefficient due to incandescent lighting or aging
fluorescent lighting.

Additionally, the park is undergoing a transition from a central sewage treatment plant to individual
septic systems for each comfort station. As this work progresses it is a good time to replace the
stations themselves in order to better design them for the new septic systems.

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no changes will be made to existing comfort stations
Considerations:

e Comfort stations will continue to have challenges with ADA non-compliance, maintenance
concerns, inadequate facilities and energy inefficiencies
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(i1) Replace some comfort stations (according to the following table):

Table 5 Comfort Station Changes in alternative (ii)

Location Decision

Glen Doone 11 New microstation with re-design

Hop Field Replace existing with composting toilet

Knowles Flat Microstation

Indian Ladder Replace existing at Visitor Center

Pear Orchard Add new

Horseshoe 11 New microstation

Yellow Rocks Retain existing

Greenhouse Retain existing

Paint Mine Get rid of existing and put new microstaton across road to
where the pavilion is

Hailes Cave Get rid of existing and put new microstation across the road

Overlook Need facilities — new composting toilet or full station

Thompson’s Lake Campground | Eventually needs to be on its own septic. Currently pumping
sewage to treatment plant.

Considerations:

New “Microstations” will be ADA compliant and will be energy efficient
Maintenance challenges will be lessened with new design
Moving some comfort station locations will improve patron experience

New composting toilets will be energy efficient and will eliminate some needs for
development of septic systems

Preferred Alternative — (ii) Replace some comfort stations (See Table 4)

This is the preferred alternative because it meets the master plan goal of improving operation
efficiency at the park. Additionally it will improve the park patrons’ experience through elimination
of un-appealing, aging comfort stations and replacement with new, modern facilities.

Cave Management

Background

There are many caves at the park. These numerous caves are a natural occurrence in karst landscapes
due to water movement through the limestone which dissolves away the rock and contributes to cave
formation. A comprehensive map of the location and courses of the caves in the park has not been
done at this point. Recently a group of cave enthusiasts has made a proposal to volunteer to map the
caves in the park. This would map not only the location of the access points but also the
configuration of individual caves where possible.

Caves at the park are also used by bats as hibernacula. Some of these bats belong to endangered
species and some have contracted the “White Nose Syndrome” which has been a deadly plague to
North American bats. To protect bats from human interference a proposal has been made in the past
to gate Haile’s Cave with a specially designed bat gate that would allow bats to pass in and out of the
cave but prevent humans from entering except by special permit.
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Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no changes to cave management in the park
Considerations:

e Information on location and configuration of the caves at the park will continue to be limited
e Human/bat interaction will be unmonitored and uncontrolled
e No caving will be allowed as a recreational activity

(i1) Allow volunteer group to map caves at the park, install bat gate at Haile’s
Cave and institute caving by permit under controlled guided tours.

Considerations:

e Cave locations and configurations will be known. This will be good for safety as well as
scientific research at the park

e Human/bat interaction will be controlled and monitored through the use of the bat gate and
the permit system

e Volunteers are willing to map the caves and lead permitted tours of those that are accessible
to the public

e No general caving will be allowed in the park, only those on guided tours or as part of the
volunteer mapping project

Preferred Alternative — (ii) — Allow volunteer group to map caves at the park,
install bat gate at Haile’s Cave and institute caving by permit under controlled
guided tours.

This alternative was chosen because it fits with the master plan goals. It also improves public safety
and protects the native bat population of the park. The management plan will also use A National
Plan for Assisting States, Federal Agencies and Tribes in Managing White-Nose Syndrome in Bats
and National White-Nose Syndrome Decontamination Protocol in developing protocols for bat
protection.

Traffic Calming on Route 157

Background

The main road through JB Thacher State Park is New York State Route 157. This road is a well-used
public road that connects communities in the Helderberg highlands on top of the escarpment with
those below and beyond to the rest of the capital district. The road also connects Thacher park with
the campground, the nature center and several local roads.

The presence of a state highway running through the park is not desirable. Speed limits have been
reduced on the road where it goes through the park. However, given its design there is little
motivation on the part of motorists to observe those limits. This situation can cause several different
types of user conflicts.

The most obvious conflict between park users and motorists passing through on 157 is that of
pedestrians crossing the highway to get from one part of the park to another. Other conflicts involve
vehicles cueing on the road while waiting to enter a parking lot, vehicles exiting parking lots,
making left turns or stopping to observe something in the park. Each of these situations presents the
possibility of crashes, property damage and injuries.
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Route 157 also presents a barrier for wildlife. Individuals that need to get from one side of the park
to the other cross the road and risk being struck by motor vehicles. Although the most conspicuous
examples of this are large mammals such as deer, raccoons and skunks, smaller animals such as
toads, salamanders, mice and etc. are also subject to this kind of injury. In particular, Jefferson’s
salamanders, a rare species, cross Rt. 157 each year during mass migrations in the spring.

Additionally, accessibility is an issue in the park along the road where pedestrians cross the road and
there are no signalized crossings intended for use by visually impaired persons.

Alternatives Considered

(i) Status Quo — no changes to Route 157 in the park
Considerations

The road will continue in its present configuration

User conflicts will continue at the current rate

Animals will continue to cross the road at grade

No changes to bicycle traffic accommodation

Does not meet park planning goals of making the park more user friendly
Accessibility issues will remain

(i) Work with DOT to reduce traffic/pedestrian conflicts on Route 157 in the
park

The type of installation used on Route 157 in the park will vary according to the specific location
and will be designed in consultation with New York State Department of Transportation (DOT).

Considerations

e Need cooperation of DOT

e Increase park patron safety

e Design will take into account need for snow removal

e May be able to incorporate tunnels for migration of animals such as toads, snakes
salamanders, turtles, mice, and other small and medium sized animals.

e installed at points where patrons are most likely to cross Rt 157 and have conflicts with
vehicular traffic

e take into account the ADA requirements

Preferred Alternative — (ii) Work with DOT to reduce traffic/pedestrian conflicts
on Route 157 in the park

This is the preferred alternative because it adds to the safety of park patrons. It also improves the
park usability to individuals with visual impairments. The addition of protected crossing for small
animals will improve the habitat for wildlife as well.

Structures in the Park

Background

Some structures in the park are underutilized or have become dilapidated to the point where they
present maintenance and safety concerns.
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Alternatives Considered

(1) Status Quo — no changes to unused structures in the park
Considerations:

e The un or underused structure in the park that have safety concerns will not be removed.

(i) Remove selected structures in the park
Considerations:

e A list of structures to be removed has been developed by the park region
e Removal of these structures will eliminate maintenance and safety concerns and return part
of the park to a more natural condition
e Structure to be removed will be:
0 Old manager’s house and garage
0 Small building outside former pool area
O Barn across the street from rental house and horse barn
0 Upper Paint Mine comfort station

Preferred Alternative — (ii) Remove selected structures in the park

This alternative was chosen in consideration of safety and because it meets the master plan goal of
improving efficiency of park operations.
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Chapter 3 - Selection of the Preferred Alternative

Selecting the Preferred Alternative

Two alternatives are considered in this EIS for further development of the parks.

The first alternative is the Status Quo, where the park will continue as it is with existing natural
resource protection, recreational facilities and management and operation. In this alternative no
changes would be made to the park to meet current needs of the Agency or of the park patrons.

The second alternative is the master plan alternative. The master plan is the plan of changes in the
park which is made up of the combination of all the preferred alternatives for the elements analyzed
in Chapter 2. These changes encompass all aspects of the parks including natural resources,
recreational resources and management and operations.

The preferred alternative for the park is the master plan alternative as described in the
accompanying document.

Rationale for Selection

The core team analyzed the status quo and other alternatives with respect to the park vision and
goals which guide changes in the park. Although management and operation of the park continues at
a high degree of excellence, some changes are necessary because the park no longer fully serves the
original intention of its formation, nor does it meet current recreational needs as completely as it
could with some changes, reconfigurations and additions. Staff and patrons have indicated areas
where changes and improvements can be made that will enhance the user experience and the variety
of recreation options available at the park.

The preferred master plan alternative was chosen because the changes it suggests improve natural
resource protection, expand recreational opportunities, and enhance management and operation in
ways that support the realization of the park vision and goals.

In choosing the master plan over the status quo, OPRHP is making a commitment to improvements
and changes in the park over the next decade, perhaps longer, which will be in the interest of users
and staff, and will have a positive impact on recreation and the natural and cultural resources.
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Chapter 4 - Environmental Impacts and Mitigation

Introduction

This chapter focuses on the environmental impacts and mitigation of predicted adverse effects
resulting from the implementation of the master plan. For the purposes of SEQR compliance, the
two documents together (Master Plan and Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS)) satisfy
the requirements for an environmental impact statement as specified in NYCRR §617, the rules
and regulations implementing SEQR. A description of the preferred alternative can be found in
the Master Plan document. The environmental setting is discussed in the FEIS Chapter 1.
Chapter 2 of this document contains the alternatives analysis and the selection of the preferred
alternative.

This chapter has two primary parts: a summary of environmental impacts associated with the
alternatives considered, and a more detailed analysis of impacts associated with implementation
of the Master Plan, including a discussion of mitigation measures.

Environmental Impacts of the Alternatives

Alternatives were analyzed and developed in Chapter 2 for natural resource protection strategies,
recreation development and management support at the park. The analyses and choice of
preferred alternatives are based on:

e Information about existing conditions (Chapter 1)

e Consideration of demand for various activities

e Site constraints

e Other considerations as identified in each element resource analyses.

The Final Master Plan consists of the combined preferred alternatives for each identified activity.

Status Quo Alternative

This alternative consists of the current facilities, programs and practices at the parks as described
in Chapter 1. Under this alternative, current resource protection, operations, and facility
management practices would continue. The increasing and changing recreational demand on the
park would not be addressed, nor would existing impacts be mitigated. There would be no
opportunity to address conservation of the resources under recent changes to Environmental
Conservation Law or Parks Recreation and Historic Preservation Law.

Although the Status Quo alternative may not result in any immediate additional adverse
environmental impacts, the potential exists for long-term indirect adverse environmental impacts.
This is due to the fact that there would be no plan to guide use, protection or development of the
park. If more park visitors seek to use the park, and use it in new or unforeseen ways, additional
demands will be placed on the natural, cultural and recreational resources. Without the guidance
provided by the Master Plan, which directs more intensive use and development toward areas
with capacity for such use and away from the more sensitive areas of the park, the potential for
adverse impacts on environmental resources increases.

Without the guidance of an overall trails plan, as included in the Master Plan, trail proposals
would occur and be addressed on a case-by-case basis. Undesignated trails would continue to
proliferate in areas of the park that might not support such use. Issues such as erosion or the
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introduction of invasive species of plants and wildlife into the park would be handled on a case-
by-case basis as they arose.

Preferred Alternative — the Final Master Plan

The final master plan is the compilation of all the preferred alternatives for natural resource
protection, recreation development and support facility development elements identified in
Chapter 2 of the FEIS. This compilation was subject to a final evaluation and synthesis to assure
that there was consistency among the various alternatives. The plan will provide con